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After some brief debate, the champions decided to place the subdued Alara in the chapel on the altar for safekeeping, not trusting any of her relatives found thus far to keep a proper watch over her.  The task complete, the group left the chapel wing, heading back into the indoor gardens and down the path towards the east wing.  When they’d gone about half of the way, the heroes suddenly felt an unnatural sense of being watched.  An examination of the immediate area allowed one to observe that most of the nearby plant life had faces, all of which were turned towards the group and followed their movements.  As disquieting as this was, this seemed to the Hammer to be mainly an irritation, and so was ignored as they proceeded further down the path.

It was only a short time later that everyone in the group but Flammenarbe felt an unnatural need to sleep.  Thankfully, all but Gaius and Tchornak were able to resist the effect, and Kho’Bal and Dacul quickly dragged them further down the path.  It is most fortunate that they were rescued so swiftly, for as soon as their bodies hit the ground, tendrils coming from the patches of large white flowers near the path began reaching towards them.  With Gaius and Tchornak roused once they had been brought to safety, they had the group cover their noses and mouths with cloth before racing along the path past the next patch of suspicious looking flowers.  This time, no one in the group succumbed to the frightful sleep effect, allowing the group to make it to the doorway to the east wing in safety.

At the doorway though, the Hammer was greeted with a horrifying sight.  The stone archway before the door was somehow magically raining a veritable curtain of blood so heavy that anyone trying to get to the door would certainly have to get at least some blood on them.  At Tchornak’s suggestion, Flammenarbe valiantly sacrificed his bedroll to the cause, allowing Gaius to use it as a shield of sorts to protect him from the worst of the blood.  As it didn’t seem to have any ill effect, the rest of the party then proceeded to do likewise until all were assembled between the bloody archway and the door, all with at least some blood on them.  Tchornak, always mindful of the Hammer’s image, was kind enough to use his magic to remove the worst of the stains from everyone’s clothing such that no one looked as if they’d spent several hours working in a butcher’s shop.

The now clean group then advanced into the next chamber, which was a harshly scorched throne room of some sort, occupied only by charred skeletons.  While not animated, the heat of whatever destructive magic that had been wrought in the chamber had actually fused the bones of the skeletons together, causing them to remain standing in the positions that it is imagined that they were in when they died.  As the champions took in this phenomenon, Patch suddenly began chuckling ominously before beginning to cast a spell!  Calling upon his training, Flammenarbe was able to recognize the spell being cast by Patch as chain lightning, a devastatingly powerful spell far beyond Patch’s capacity to cast!

Quickly surmising that some outside entity had somehow taken control of Patch’s body, Flammenarbe shouted for the rest of the group to subdue Patch before it was too late.  Gaius and Kho’Bal immediately complied, leaping atop the diminutive spellcaster, crushing him beneath their weight and thereby effectively ending the threat.  Now buried under several hundred pounds of equipment and comrades, the individual in control of Patch’s body began shouting preposterous threats and insults at the group, demanding his freedom.   

The heroes attempted to parlay with Patch’s possessor, who proudly identified himself as Hazinthur Blackstar, an apparent megalomaniac.  Between threats and demands for release, Hazinthur boasted that he had slain Ichindar in a wizards’ duel, but the champions put little stock in the claim.  Hazinthur also attempted to order Flammenarbe and Patch to serve him, but both refused on the grounds that they had no guarantees that he was truly who he said he was.  Exasperated by their rebuffing of his demands, Hazinthur abruptly deserted Patch’s body and seized control over Tchornak!

Again, the remainder of the group was able to move quickly to subdue Tchornak’s body before any spells could be cast.  Flammenarbe speculated that Hazinthur was likely using some advanced version of the magic jar spell to invade peoples’ minds, declaring that such a spell would require a gem of some kind to serve as a host for Hazinthur’s spirit.  On Flammenarbe’s advice, all members of the Emperor’s Hammer not occupied in keeping Tchornak’s body under control began making a hasty search of the surrounding area to find the jewel.  Just as Hazinthur fled from Tchornak’s body, Flammenarbe found a gem embedded in the throne behind Hazinthur’s skeletal remnants.  While Drusus pried the stone out, Flammenarbe used his magic to protect both himself and Drusus from possession.  After a spirited debate amongst the group about where to safely dispose of the stone, Flammenarbe grabbed the jewel and raced down the indoor garden paths to the main entrance to the mansion where he deposited the stone until a more permanent solution could be found.

The long dead wizard’s presence now removed, the heroes had no further trouble exploring the throne room and continuing on deeper into the east wing.  The next room they entered was found to be the extensive family library.  Calmly reading at a table was the wizened figure of Grenden Blackstar, son of the Archmage.  The heroes found him to be quite friendly and helpful, although his memory was highly questionable.  Grenden apologized for this lacking, and was forced to admit that he had been forgetting nearly everything he learned with the dawn of each day.  Grenden somehow managed to maintain his good humor in the face of this hefty curse and even jested that it made every book in the library new to him no matter how many times he’d already read them.  This loss must have been even more acute to Grenden as he noted that he had been known for his excellent memory in the past.

Grenden was able to tell the heroes about how Ichindar had summoned the family to aid his casting of a powerful summoning spell go be used to summon a mighty daemon prince of Hades for the purpose of interrogating it for information on how to defeat the Dark Nine.  A few of the most powerful family members were to assist Ichindar with the preparations for the spell while the rest of the clan was assigned the task of providing protection in case of attack.  Grenden’s memory ended with the beginning of the spell so regrettably, no more information could be gleaned from him on that topic.  He was happy to provide the heroes with a tour of the library, however, and even happily lifted the lion’s tail curse from Gaius.  The aged wizard also revealed that the Archmage must have sealed the central tower of the house if no visible entrances were seen at its base.  This being the case, Grenden told the champions that only by being invited by the head of the clan would they able to gain entry.

Bidding farewell to the most coherent Blackstar discovered to that point, the Hammer continued their explorations, next finding a ballroom occupied by a trio of monkeys in chains.  The chains were all held by a strange monkey-man creature swinging from a chandelier in the center of the room.  The group attempted to parlay with the creature once it dropped down to the floor before them, but it was either incapable or unwilling to communicate beyond a series of shrieks and hoots.  While the frustrated heroes attempted to think of some other way to open a dialog, they suddenly heard shouting from behind them.

Wheeling about, they saw a gorgeous female initiate War Wizard fleeing down the hallway towards them with a hideous armored woman armed with a longsword in hot pursuit.  The beautiful War Wizard rushed to Thel’s side, clutching him for protection and begging the group for aid with a melodious voice.  The beastly warrior woman pulled up before Tchornak and demanded in a brutal voice that the heroes let her kill the sorceress or be slain by her blade.  Tchornak deftly leapt into the role of peacemaker, and was able to distract both the beautiful and the beastly woman from their quarrel long enough to at least get their names, which were Ispralla and Marigent Blackstar respectively.  The two sisters were possessed of a violent hatred for each other, but their conflict seemed to be based on nothing more significant than their mutual distaste for each other’s appearance.  They did reveal that Ichindar’s wife Lashima lived in a nearby room, however.

The remainder of the conversation with the sisters proved to be little more than an exercise in frustration, for they seemed to know little of value to the champions and wished to discuss nothing so much as their desire to kill each other.  Ispralla went so far as to order Flammenarbe and Patch to attack Marigent along with their Sentinels, but they refused on the grounds that they already had orders not to do such a thing and that she was clearly not right in the head.  When Flammenarbe succumbed to Ispralla’s demand for the name of his master, she expressed disdain, a sentiment strangely echoed by Grenden earlier to Flammenarbe’s growing distress.  Her orders ignored, Ispralla next attempted to bribe the group for their aid, offering a bejeweled gold ring in exchange for Marigent’s death, but they again refused.  Young Patch even went so far as to claim that he wouldn’t want to help so hideous a being as Ispralla, curiously alleging that it was in fact Marigent that was the more beautiful.  It may be the case that Patch has been spending entirely too much time with his Sentinel.  At last exasperated with the warring sisters, the champions allowed them to go on their way, battling to the death as they’ve likely been doing for the last 14 years or so.

Opening the nearest door, the champions at first observed an empty bedroom, but a mist that suddenly rose about them quickly obscured their view.  Just as it happened in the chapel, the heroes found themselves transported by the mists to another time, but on this occasion, the venue was changed to somewhere in the Battlefield of former Furyondy.  Mounted atop armored heavy warhorses, the entire group (including myself!) found itself clad in full plate armor, apparently part of some elite unit.  Nearby was Ichindar, who appeared several years younger than he had in the first vision from the past, but still wearing the robes of a War Wizard master.  From the hilltop vantage point where the heroes found themselves, they commanded an excellent view of a huge battle in progress on the fields below between the Elreddi Imperial Army and the hordes of Iuz.

The Hammer was still taking a moment to adjust to their new situation and surroundings when a messenger galloped up to an imperial officer at Ichindar’s side with the rank of commander.  The heroes were able to clearly hear the anxious fellow’s hurried words informing the red-bearded officer that the line commanded by General Loorngold was in immediate danger of collapse.  Looking nervous, the officer turned to Ichindar and reminded him that a Master Erzah was with Loorngold.  Upon hearing the commander’s words, an alarmed Ichindar shouted, “My father!” before immediately galloping off at full speed in the direction of the buckling imperial lines while the nearby guards shouted at him to stop.  Without missing a beat, the champions made haste to pursue him.

Unfortunately, Ichindar’s unarmored riding horse proved to be much quicker than the heavily armored mounts ridden by the heroes, allowing him to quickly outdistance them.  Ichindar’s superior speed was also sufficient to carry him past a group of orcs moving to intercept him that had to settle for the champions instead.  Making a hasty decision that later proved to be most shrewd indeed, Gaius directed half the group including Patch, Kho’Bal, Dacul, and Thel to continue their pursuit of Ichindar while the remainder of the group dealt with the orcish outriders.  Although I later heard that Tchornak, Gaius, Drusus, and Flammenarbe easily annihilated the threat with Gaius leading the charge, I saw nothing of it myself for I had wisely chosen to stay with those heroes hot on Ichindar’s heels.

By the time that the pursuing members of the Hammer at last caught up to Ichindar, he had already arrived at General Loorngold’s command post, which had been overridden by the enemy.  Although imperial reinforcements accompanied by their Velunan allies had arrived with a great fanfare of trumpets to take the field, it was too late for Ichindar’s father, Master Erzah.  As Ichindar cradled his father’s brutally slain body in his arms, the officer that had been at his side earlier solemnly informed him that a powerful Iuzian priest had used a mighty “soulkiller” spell to ensure that Erzah could not be resurrected.  While the news of his father’s ultimate destruction clearly devastated Ichindar, the commander went on with his report telling the anguished young mage that imperial forces had captured the enemy’s camp, taking a great number of prisoners including many camp followers, many of whom were women and children.

The commander then suggested that Ichindar order that the prisoners be slain to the man in retribution for the death of his father.  Strangely, the commander appeared to be deferring to Ichindar in this military matter, something that is simply not in following with standard imperial protocol!  Having trained with the legions, Dacul and Kho’Bal certainly noticed this oddity.  Regardless of who was properly in command, the imperial officers present awaited Ichindar’s decision on the fate of the enemy camp followers as the despairing mage considered the commander’s advice.  Before Ichindar could make a poor decision influenced by his sorrow and anger, Dacul surprised all present by giving a short but impassioned speech encouraging Ichindar to put his emotions aside and not make a choice that he would later regret.  Infuriated at Dacul’s defiance, the commander demanded to know by what right was Dacul daring to flout his authority, spurring a brief debate over the situation.  Dacul earned great honor for the Emperor’s Hammer with his words of wisdom, handily besting the enraged commander in the war of words and convincing Ichindar to show mercy to the prisoners.

As the officer stalked away in fury, a grateful Ichindar gave a gold ring with a large peridot gemstone to Dacul as a gesture of gratitude, thanking him for saving him from a folly that he would have regretted for the rest of his life.  Just after Dacul thanked Ichindar in turn for the generous gift, the mists again sprang up to surround the heroes.  When they dispersed again a moment later, the group found itself back in the Castle Blackstar of the present in the empty bedroom that they had just discovered.  Most surprisingly though, while none of the champions had retained any of their weapons and armor from the past, Dacul still had Ichindar’s ring, a fact that they regarded as being highly significant.

More convinced than ever that the key to lifting Ichindar’s curse would be found in these visions of the past, the heroes pressed on in hopes of encountering another.  Behind the next door that they opened was not a vision but rather what appeared to be an authentic fortuneteller’s table, presided over by an ancient Rhenee crone that the group knew from the description given to them by Grenden to be Lashima Blackstar.  Cackling, Lashima went through the standard spiel employed by fortunetellers around the Flanaess, offering to read the omens for the heroes.  Patch eagerly stepped forward to draw a card from Lashima’s so called Deck of Fate, receiving the Magician.  Lashima’s cards were obviously possessed of a great enchantment for Patch’s card animated as soon as he looked upon it, handing him a scroll of magic spells!

Upon seeing Patch’s fine reward for his bravery, the other heroes eagerly stepped forward to draw cards, but attempted to question Lashima first.  The crone refused to answer any questions until a card was drawn by the questioner, however, leading the champions to carefully form queries for each member of the group before allowing them to draw a card.  Unfortunately, Lashima proved rather clever in giving answers, giving the heroes the bare minimum amount of information that she could get away with while still actually answering the question truthfully.  In all, the Hammer learned nothing of great import from the questioning, although they did get some previously learned things about Ichindar’s tower confirmed by her.  Even the cards proved to be less than helpful for most of the heroes.  

In summary, what follows is a list of what cards the heroes drew and what their effects upon them were:  Tchornak drew the Knight of Swords and had his morningstar destroyed; Gaius drew the Death card and was nearly poisoned by its scythe; Thel drew the Hanged Man and lost all of the money on his person; Dacul drew the Moon and briefly went mad, attacking Tchornak until he was subdued and the madness left him; Flammenarbe drew the King of Staves and gained a wand of burning hands; Drusus drew the Wheel of Fortune and found his skills transformed into those of a ranger; Kho’Bal drew the Fool and had his mental abilities reduced to those of a retarded child.  Clearly, the luck of the draw was mostly bad, although the group’s War Wizards both were fortunate enough to gain useful items.  Although Drusus’ transformation was regarded by the fierce hobgoblin as a curse, the group attempted to convince him not to have Grenden reverse it for the time being due to the Hammer’s need of more nature oriented skills.  Drusus reluctantly agreed to at least try his new skills out for the good of the group before throwing away the potential boon.

With little new information but a number of new curses, the Hammer moved down the hall to open the next door in the east wing.  The opening door revealed a bedroom that had been transformed into the fortified encampment of a group of eight gnoll warriors.  As the heroes prepared to do battle, they were surprised when the occupants did not immediately rush to attack, instead calmly arraying themselves in battle positions and regarding the champions suspiciously with their lupine faces.  The two groups then attempted to parlay with each other, a task that proved difficult until Gaius discovered that the gnolls spoke orcish in a broken fashion.  Gaius and the rest of the Hammer were still highly suspicious of the gnolls until their leader announced that he would be able to trust the heroes since he had been assured that none amongst them radiated an evil aura.  This statement clearly indicated that the gnolls had a paladin amongst their group!

Realizing that the party of gnolls was no more evil than the Hammer, the heroes happily engaged in a fruitful discussion with them with Gaius acting as the spokesman.  Fortunately, I myself am fairly fluent in the orcish tongue, allowing me to follow along with the conversation.  The gnoll leader, who introduced himself as Gilnak* (the asterisk denotes a bark or a yip sound commonly used in the gnollish speech), exchanged tales with Gaius about their groups’ adventures within Castle Blackstar.  Apparently, on Gilnak*’s world, the elvish race was evil and had long since been exterminated.  Humans there are nearly non-existent, mainly living on as slaves and servants in evil lands.  Castle Blackstar had mysteriously appeared atop a hill where no residence had been for centuries, leading Gilnak*’s group to be deployed by their king to investigate.  However, after a few days or so of exploration, they had found themselves trapped within.  The gnolls described a series of nearby rooms that they had cleared of hostile forces, but had been unable thus far to get past the sleep inducing plants in the indoor jungle.

After the heroes generously shared some of their rations with the gnolls whose supplies were nearly exhausted at this point, the groups agreed to work together realizing their common goals.  To this end, Gilnak* and his company escorted the Hammer through the rooms that they had conquered earlier, most of which appeared to correspond to one of the elemental planes.  The corpses of a yeti and a salamander that the gnolls had slain still lay where they had fallen, but little else of note was to be found.  The two adventuring companies then returned to the indoor jungle room where with a great deal of aid from Flammenarbe, they managed to get through the areas of sleep inducing hostile plant life without much incident.  After progressing to the central tower, the two groups then conferred as to what their next moves would be.  While the Hammer decided upon exploring the west wing, the gnolls chose upon making a more thorough investigation of the indoor jungle to see if anything of interest could be found beyond the confines of the path.  The groups then wished each other good luck before parting ways for the time being.

The heroes had progressed most of the way along the path towards the western wing when a series of strange incidents began to occur, accompanied by high pitched giggling from the foliage to either side of the path.  The incidents included Drusus’ belt coming undone, causing his weapons to fall to the ground, Flammenarbe to feel strange tickling sensations on the back of his neck, and other mild nuisances.  Believing that the group had become the target of a group of mischievous pixies, the learned elven mage called upon his knowledge of the Sylvan language to politely ask the faeries to cease their pranking.  Flammenarbe was still unsuccessfully appealing to the mercy of the faeries when a woman’s laughter was heard from the jungle nearby.

Emerging from the dense greenery was a woman who appeared to be clad in the remnants of once-fine garments that had since been nearly destroyed by what looked like years of time spent in the jungle.  Coated in grime, yet still wearing fine jewelry, the woman merrily laughed at the abuse of the heroes at the hands of the gremlins nearby.  Whether from boredom or fear of the woman, the gremlin pranksters left off their attacks shortly after her arrival.  The woman happily introduced herself as Dasalla Blackstar, a master level War Wizard and was found to be quite willing to converse with the group for a time.  Although jovial in the extreme, perhaps even excessively so, Dasalla was also found by the heroes to be somewhat confused such as when she repeatedly called Andow her brother despite the fact that he is in actuality her cousin.  She also asked Flammenarbe if he was a Blackstar, a very strange question considering his elvish ancestry.  Regardless of what brand of insanity infected her, while the group was still talking with Dasalla, a blaring horn interrupted the conversation, sounding from the north which was the direction taken by Gilnak* and his gnoll warriors.

When Dasalla solemnly told the heroes that the horn could only mean that Andow had launched an attack upon “enemies of the forest”, the group hastily prepared to rush to the rescue of the gnolls.  Thankfully, Dasalla agreed to lead them through the jungle, showing them the correct places to walk without falling into a pit or other trapped area.  With Dasalla’s aid, the champions arrived at the hill in the northwest corner of the jungle just in time.  At the base of the hill, the Hammer found their gnoll allies locked in a furious melee with a quartet of dire wolf riding cat-headed humanoids led by a hairy man with a goat head riding a gigantic elk.

Shouting for peace, the champions were able to at last break the combatants up to discuss the issue.  The goat headed man, who was according to Dasalla in actuality one time Gnarleyranger Andow Blackstar, claimed that the gnolls had been despoiling his jungle and would have to die for the transgression.  Naturally, the gnolls refuted his allegations, convincing the heroes to try to force Andow to back down.  Perhaps realizing that the odds were now strongly stacked against him, Andow reluctantly agreed to Gaius’ request to allow the gnolls to go free on the condition that they vow not to do the jungle any further harm.  That Andow was so fiercely protective of the environment was not surprising to the heroes given his Gnarleyranger background.


With the matter settled, the two groups had only just started back towards the path when Flammenarbe was suddenly struck in the face by an orange hurled from by a monkey high up in a tree!  The heroes briefly considered retaliating, but decided against it after they considered Andow’s likely reaction.  Marching onwards, the champions steadfastly ignored the hooted taunts of the growing number of monkeys clustered in the trees along their walk back to the path.  Tchornak was also struck hard with a fruit on the way, being hit in the head with an overly ripe mango.  At last though, the groups successfully made it back to the path without another humiliating incident, thanks to shield walls created by those who were properly equipped.  Once back on the path, the adventuring groups again agreed to split with the Hammer again heading towards the west wing while the determined gnolls resolutely pressed on with their exploration of the jungle.

The first room entered by the champions off of the main western hall was large and empty but appeared to have once been a gigantic kitchen.  The only occupants were a dozen ghostly goblin servants who scurried about in the preparations for a great feast much as their living counterparts that I saw at the Arcanum.  After a brief failing attempt to get the goblins’ attention, the heroes headed to the room across the hall, which to no one’s surprise, was found to be a dining hall.  The Hammer had only just entered when the goblin servants from the previous room came in bearing the meal that they had just made.  Also entering the dining hall but through the opposite wall were two-dozen ghostly nobles of various races, clad in expensive finery.

As the noble guests were seated, the group noted that each of the ten unoccupied seats had a placard placed on the table in front of it with a name of a member of the group written on it.  I was surprised to find that there was even a card with my name!  After reading the placards, the heroes boldly seated themselves in the appropriate chairs and waited as the meal was served.  Unlike the food brought to the ghostly revelers, that brought to the Hammer was completely real.  The first course served was a delicious looking onion soup.  Still fearing a trap, only Gaius and Flammenarbe tried it while the others looked on and attempted ineffectually to communicate with the ghostly nobles.  After eating the soup, both Gaius and Flammenarbe felt themselves grow tougher as if they were now more resistant to damage!

Upon seeing the enhancing effect gained by the adventurous members of the group, everyone was quick to sample the amber wine brought next.  This fine beverage proved to not only be possessed of an exquisite taste, but also served to cure the wounds of the injured members of the Hammer, including poor Kho’Bal’s curse of stupidity.  The next course brought to the table was a tossed salad that was again enjoyed by all of the champions.  This time, the effects were not found to be quite as beneficial as those of the first course.  Both Sentinels, Patch, and Dacul suddenly became just as transparent as the ghostly nobles, and were noticed and greeted by them as if they were old friends.  Those members of the group that had become transparent then began to enjoy the feast with their new friends, also completely ignoring their comrades.

Much more cautious now of the dishes being brought forth from the enchanted kitchens, only Gaius was bold enough to sample the next course, a roast beef dish.  After eating it, Gaius was somehow able to see a silver chord running from the heart of each ghostly member of the group to the table in front of them.  With Gaius directing him, Tchornak attempted to destroy the table in front of each of his ghostly comrades, but to no avail.  He also found himself unable to touch or otherwise affect the silvery chords with either his hands or other items.  Gaius had, in the meantime, eaten the next dish along with Flammenarbe and Thel, a fine wheat bread.  Strangely, both Flammenarbe and Thel no longer felt like they required food at all, whereas Gaius was now possessed of a ravenous hunger, causing him to eat every last scrap of each dish brought out from this point on despite the risks involved.

While the rest of the group tried to figure out how to save their comrades, Gaius devoured a plate of green beans that did nothing, a mushroom dish that nearly poisoned him, yet left him more resistant to ingested venoms, a delectable red wine, and a delicious apple strudel.  With the rest of the group growing frustrated, just as the final brandy came out, Gaius slashed Bitterness through the silvery chord linking Dacul to the table.  Unlike when Tchornak tried it, Gaius’ blow sliced cleanly through the chord, returning Dacul to his normal, non-ghostly self!  Gaius hastily went around the table to the other transparent members of the group, freeing each in turn.  All were then able to join Gaius in a celebratory brandy as the bizarre feast came to an end.

Crossing the hall, the heroes next discovered a large room empty of furniture save a small table in the center.  Before they were able to examine it any closer, the strange mists again enveloped them, lifting a moment later to reveal that the heroes were now still within the same room, yet it was much different.  Gauging by the number of small desks set up, the room was now set up as if it were a classroom for young children.  Seated at one of the desks was a young lad of perhaps 10 years of age who bore a resemblance to Ichindar, leading the heroes to believe that they’d been transported yet further into the past.  Standing before young Ichindar’s desk was an angry looking burly red-bearded man dressed in noble finery that they recognized despite the addition of the beard from the previous vision as Ichindar’s father, Master Erzah.

Neither Ichindar or his father noticed the heroes, allowing them to observe as Erzah gave Ichindar a harsh lecture about how he would not be allowed to play with the other children for he had a duty to study instead.  Thrusting his finger in Ichindar’s face, Erzah bellowed at him about the Path to Power being the only thing having any true meaning, saying that play was for fools while power was everything.  Erzah finished his tirade by reminding Ichindar that he had a duty to not only his family, but the entire Empire as well to fulfill his great talent.  Erzah then stormed out of the room, marching right past the Hammer, again without noticing them.

With his father gone, young Ichindar dutifully set himself to studying hard with a determined, yet somewhat sad look on his face.  The heroes quickly seized the opportunity to approach the youth before his father could return.  Upon noticing the group, Ichindar again greeted them as old friends, but regretfully told them that he didn’t have time to talk as he had a great deal of work to do.  Gaius attempted to explain to the lad about what was happening in the future and the visions, having Dacul show Ichindar the ring that he had been given in the previous trip to the past as proof.  Gaius told Ichindar that the only way that he’d be saved in the future would be to invite the heroes into his tower.  While Ichindar recognized the ring as belonging to his father, he didn’t seem to grasp the rest of what Gaius was telling him.  Tchornak then talked to him about the lecture that his father had given to him, explaining that while it was indeed important to work hard, the pursuit of power should not be an all-consuming quest.  Ichindar seemed convinced of the truth of Tchornak’s wise words, and was nodding in understanding when the door to the room burst open to admit his father, who was now in a towering rage.

Master Erzah shouted angrily at the heroes, demanding that they cease trying to corrupt his son’s education or face death at his hands.  While the champions attempted to calm him and give assurances that they had done nothing to harm the boy, Erzah grew increasingly angry and somehow began to grow in height with each step that he took into the room!  By the time he stood trembling with rage before Gaius and Ichindar, he had easily become the size of a full-grown ogre!  Terrified of his father’s wrath, Ichindar clutched Gaius for protection, wailing for the Hammer to protect him.  Despite the heroes’ placating words and attempted explanations, Erzah would hear none of it and moved to attack with a huge greatsword that somehow appeared in his hands out of thin air.

While they first tried to escape the room, when Erzah began to threaten his son as well, the heroes knew that they would have to do battle to defend young Ichindar.  Still reluctant to kill Erzah despite his raging assault, the champions used only non-lethal means of combat, striking to subdue rather than to kill.  Kho’Bal was nearly cut in twain by a mighty slash of Erzah’s blade, but the Hammer took no other injuries as they moved quickly to subdue the gigantic master War Wizard.  The contest was settled when Drusus disarmed Erzah with his glaive, followed by Flammenarbe using a spell to enlarge Kho’Bal to be nearly the same size as Erzah, allowing him to wrestle the madman to the ground and pin him.  The heroes were just beginning to decide what to do next when the mists again rose up around them, lifting at last to reveal the nearly empty room as it was before.

Still thinking over their experiences in the latest vision of the past, the group continued its explorations of the west wing, opening the door to the next room.  Within, they found a finely appointed study occupied by a dozen of the cat-like humanoids similar to those seen earlier in the indoor jungle that were riding dire wolves at Andow Blackstar’s side.  The cat-men quickly got to their feet and arranged themselves in a line between the Hammer and a large treasure chest on the opposite side of the room, growling all the while.  The cat-men were all armed with metal sheaths worn over their hands that boasted long and sharp steel claws.  The heroes attempted to parlay with them, but the cat-men refused to speak beyond a snarled demand that the Hammer immediately close the door and leave.  Realizing that there was nothing for them there but bloodshed, the champions did as they were bid and left to investigate the next room.

The chamber discovered after the lair of the cat-men was found to be home to yet another of the Blackstars.  In a richly appointed bedroom, the heroes encountered an 8’ tall humanoid with the head of a lion who was armored in gilded half-plate with a golden jewel-encrusted crown in place of a proper helm.  Just as the cat-men next door did, the gigantic humanoid immediately began growling on sight of the group, snarling at them to leave.  When they again attempted to parlay, the large fellow reluctantly gave his name as Fellidun Blackstar, a one-time member of the Imperial Headhunters, but would communicate no more beyond that and more threats of destruction.  The champions again chose the path of peace, leaving Fellidun to himself and his feline friends.

Crossing the hall, the heroes next discovered a series of three rooms that I would hazard to guess had belonged to servants at one point.  Only one still had any semblance of this purpose now though, being filled with moldering towels and linens.  Of the other two, the first that the group entered had a floor covered with thick green goo.  While tempted by the large chest atop a pedestal on the other side of the room, the Hammer was not so foolish as to walk through the goo to get to it.  Patch demonstrated the power of his magic by repeatedly blasting the goo with waves of heat from burning hands spells, searing a path through to the chest in short order.  Noticing that the chest appeared to be wet, Gaius cautiously attempted to open it using a javelin borrowed from Thel.  His caution was immediately justified when a grayish pseudopod suddenly formed from the wet substance atop the chest, striking Gaius with a mighty blow that sizzled with acidic secretions!

The champions rushed to Gaius’ aid, striking at the gel creature with more fiery magic from Patch and from Flammenarbe’s new wand as well.  Arrows from the group’s archers also did damage, although a potent blow from Kho’Bal’s ranseur proved costly when it was destroyed by the creature’s acidic exterior.  With the creature quickly dispatched, the heroes were at last able to open the chest, finding that it contained not only a goodly number of coins, but also an ornate copper key similar to the silver one found on the four-armed skeleton earlier.  When the heroes collected the treasure, they discovered a finely wrought short sword beneath the coinage featuring a skull pommel set with rubies.  As Patch reached for the blade, Gaius suddenly shouted for him to stop having been warned by Bitterness that the blade was possessed of an evil spirit, a fact that he soon verified with his supernatural paladin senses.  Flammenarbe was able to properly deal with the evil weapon by using his magic to levitate it out of the chest, dropping it into the green goo where it eventually dissolved.

The final servant chamber was found to house a trio of huge spiders that quickly rushed to attack the trespassing heroes.  After a brief melee, the arachnid threat was disposed of without injury to the group.  With a few baubles liberated from the spiders’ webs in hand, they proceeded to go through the last unopened door off the main hall of the west wing.

Although once a richly appointed lounge, the chamber that the heroes now discovered had been rearranged with the furniture pushed up against the walls to form an impromptu dueling ring, replete with a magically pulsing red circle in the room’s center.  Seated in a leather chair near the ring was a dandy immaculately dressed in opulent clothing and armed with jewel-encrusted weapons.  Burly guards wearing half-plate armor stood to either side of the dandy, and a bare-chested fellow stood in the center of the ring. The guards and bare-chested man all stared blankly at the heroes.  The dandy, however, immediately stood up and enthusiastically greeted the Hammer, introducing himself as Merigol Blackstar.  With introductions complete, the jovial Merigol excitedly asked the heroes if any of them would be willing to take a moment to engage in a sparring match with the fellow in the ring.  Merigol described him as a creation of his that he had designed to be an expert in unarmed combat.  Thel happily accepted the offer and prepared himself for the combat while the rest of the group discussed the terms and conditions with Merigol.

The group accepted Merigol’s offer to pay them in increasing amounts depending on how long the fight lasted.  When Gaius suggested possible side bets as well, Merigol gladly agreed to take his wager of 200 borunes.  As everyone arranged themselves in preparation for the fight, several sets of eyes unattached to any visible face appeared, hovering over a number of unattended chairs.  When asked about them, Merigol distractedly replied that they likely belonged to family members interested in watching the fight.  I have to admit that I too was very excited at the opportunity to watch Thel fight the created man, but unfortunately, the contest was over all too quickly.  

Almost immediately, the created man landed a series of heavy blows on Thel, but the monk quickly recovered and managed to land a few of his own, his fists moving in a blur.  Just as the fight seemed to be settling down into a near stalemate, the created man again took the initiative, striking Thel with a pair of devastating punches that left him staggering and near unconsciousness.  Thel still refused to give in though and valiantly tried to make one last furious attack, but missed.  Thel’s final desperate effort proved too much for him as he collapsed unconscious at the created man’s feet.  Merigol immediately declared the fight over, allowing Dacul to rush in to heal the defeated monk.  Merigol gladly paid the group the agreed upon pittance for the admittedly short fight, but also collected the 200 borunes from Gaius’ side bet.

Eager to salvage the Hammer’s honor, Gaius brought up the topic of a duel with Merigol, knowing of his reputation as a duelist.  Unsurprisingly, Merigol happily accepted the challenge, although this time no one was eager to offer any side bets.  Once the terms were again set, Gaius stepped into the dueling circle with Merigol, who had armed himself with a bastard sword and punch dagger.  Unfortunately, Gaius vastly underestimated his opponent this time, perhaps not believing in his reputation as a fierce duelist.  Gaius had barely had time to bring Bitterness into a guard position before Merigol battered it aside and cut him down with two quick slashes of his bastard sword and a stab with the punch dagger.  

Regrettably, this was Gaius’ second defeat in as many duels, a fact that subjected him to mockery from Tchornak, whose barbarian culture doesn’t seem to hold the dueling arts in as much esteem as folk in the Empire do.  Hopefully, Gaius’ defeats will not deter him from future dueling!  Once he was brought back to consciousness by Dacul’s healing magic, Gaius aptly demonstrated his honor by properly congratulating Merigol on his victory and expressing admiration for his highly impressive dueling skills.  There were no hard feelings between the combatants, and the Hammer left Merigol on amiable terms.

With the west wing of the mansion completely explored, the heroes returned to the indoor jungle, meeting their gnollish allies at the base of the central tower where they had been deciding upon their next course of action.  After greetings were exchanged, the two adventuring groups related to each other what they had learned on their forays.  The gnolls had apparently had a rough time of it, finding little to nothing of interest in the wilds of the indoor jungle.  Gilnak* described numerous spiked pit traps, hostile vegetation, and the troublesome pack of fruit hurling monkeys that had accosted them earlier.  When Gaius reached the point in his tale where he described the duels with Merigol and his created man, Gilnak* enthusiastically asked if the Hammer would be willing to show he and his men the way to the room so that they could try their hand at a duel of their own.  Gaius attempted to warn Gilnak* about Merigol’s extremely impressive skills, but Gilnak* would hear none of it, expressing great confidence in his own ability.

The heroes reluctantly then escorted the gnolls back to Merigol’s room and translated Gilnak*’s request for a duel.  Unsurprisingly, Merigol again enthusiastically accepted the challenge as well as some side bets from Gilnak*’s followers.  Although Gaius was tempted to place a bet on Merigol, he restrained himself in the name of diplomacy.  Sure enough, the fight had only barely begun when Merigol carved Gilnak* apart with three vicious strikes of his blades, leaving the valiant gnoll paladin crumpled and bloody.  Once he was healed back to consciousness by his allies, Gilnak* too showed great honor, thanking Merigol through Gaius for the excellent demonstration of his dueling skills.

Battered, weary, and with healing spells exhausted, the champions accepted Gilnak*’s offer to rest in the room that the gnolls had secured earlier.  The two groups made their way back to the gnoll encampment and rested there together, being well aware that safety lies in numbers.  As they prepared their camp, the adventurers discussed what their next moves should be considering that they had already explored virtually the entire mansion save Ichindar’s tower.  Also speculated upon were the visions of the past and the two ornate keys that had been found.  Several Blackstars known to have answered Ichindar’s summons remained unaccounted for as yet, but they may well have been slain in the intervening years.  One must wonder also how many worlds Castle Blackstar visits and what other oddities have entered its confines from them.
