Rhvme

by Scott Roach

What sphinxes employ, the players enjoy

7
. the riddle game was sacred and of
immense antiquity and even wicked crea-
tures were afraid to cheat when they
played at it.”
The Hobbit]. R. R. Tolkien

Every adventure, on its most basic level,
is merely a series of obstacles blocking the
characters from attaining their goals. But
players will soon become bored if there is
not enough variety in the type of chal-
lenges with which they are confronted.
The scenario in which heroes wade
through vast numbers of enemies of every
imaginable ilk (as a prelude to the inevita-
ble encounter with some greater malevo-
lent force) works fine the first few
hundred times, but then it begins to wear
a little thin,

Traps are also useful as a means of test-
ing the mettle of heroes before they reach
this final decisive encounter. But it can
often be a very tedious business when
players are required to specify that their
characters are going to poke, prod, smell,
dissect, and otherwise examine each object
(or NPC, for that matter) they find. Players
may also feel cheated if they have taken
reasonable precautions but one of their
characters still ends up being suddenly
killed, wounded or imprisoned. Traps, by
their very nature, tend to be capricious
and unforgiving.

So what is one to do if he wishes to add
some variety to what can often become a
rather stale selection of preclimactic ad-
venture filler? Well, how about adding
riddles?

A riddle background

History, mythology and literature are
filled with examples of epic confrontations
that hinged upon successfully cracking a
conundrum. Tolkien’s novel, The Hobbit,
contains action of all types, from natural
disasters to interracial warfare, but the
one confrontation that most stands out in
the collective memories of its readers is
one not of arms, but of words: the riddle
contest between Bilbo and Gollum. It is
one thing to engage in a guessing game as
an idle diversion in the safety and comfort
of one’s own home, but it is quite another
entirely when trapped deep within the
belly of the earth with a slavering fiend
who shall surely devour you at the first
incorrect guess.

Riddle contests of a similar sort have
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been popular since ancient times. There is
an apocryphal legend that claims that
Lycerus, the king of Babylon, and Nectane.
bo, the king of Egypt, once engaged each
other in a war of riddles. The “war” was
won by Lycerus only with the help of
Aesop, the famed writer of fables, who
was then residing at the royal court.

On a lighter and more modern note, the
film, Monty Python and the Holy Grail, also
borrowed a thread from the rich tapestry
that is the history of riddles. Before cross-
ing a chasm, the knights in quest of the
Grail were first required to pass a quiz
(“Answer me these questions three, ere the
other side ye see.”). If they failed, they were
thrown from the cliff to their deaths. Al-
though most of the questions were rela-
tively easy (“What is your quest? What is
your favorite color?” etc.), the indecisive
and fickle knights were soon catapulted at
great velocity into the chasm. This humor-
ous story has its roots in Greek mythology,
where the Sphinx guarded the road just
outside Thebes in a virtually identical man-
ner. The humorless Sphinx’s quiz consisted
of a particularly vexing riddle.

1.

7. A man of a hundred stood out in the cold,
Exchanged his gay headdress, of colors

'l.-
#ﬁ.‘

most bold,

stood alone—

‘or one of pure ivory, just now a day old.
But though freshly dressed, the old man

Riddles in gaming

While it is probably too much to ask that
players be expected to make up their own
riddles on the spot, there are still many
uses for these frustrating enigmas in fan-
tasy games. Of the general uses of conun-
drums in fantasy role-playing games, the
most common is probably as an obstruc-
tion between sections of a dungeon or
segments of an adventure. There is a
certain advantage in occasionally using a
riddle for this purpose rather than the
usual physical barriers of guards or me-
chanically held doors. If an area can only
be entered by first surmising the obscure
meaning of a curiously worded rhyme, the
players will find that they are being chal-
lenged on a much more personal level
than is normally the case. Rather than
relying upon cold tables of statistics and
the fickle whims of gravity on an oddly
shaped die, as occurs when a thief at-
tempts to pick a lock or a fighter batters a
door down, the players must depend on
their own wits to gain access to these
specifically protected areas.

It was his misfortune to live on a wold.

Solutions
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2.

There’s someone that I'm always near,

Yet in the dark | disappear.
To this one only am | loyal,

Though in his wake I'm doomed to toil.

He feels me not (we always touch);
If | were lost, he'd not lose much.
And now | come to my surprise,
For you are he—but who am 1?
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If there are fortune tellers or sages in
your present campaign milieu, you might
consider having them dispense some of
their wisdom in the form of riddles. The
oracles of ancient Greece were said to be
very fond of this technique, perhaps be-
cause if an augury was later proven to be
false, the seer could always claim that the
meaning of his pronouncement was mere-
ly misinterpreted. The amount of “plausi-
ble deniability” provided by such a
procedure is something that even modern-
day politicians would envy. If, on the other
hand, a god truly does communicate some
type of divine knowledge to his oracles or
clerics in the form of riddles, he is likely to
be bothered less frequently. His followers
must first divine the meaning of his last
sending before they will know if any fur-
ther questions are appropriate, and the
less patient or intelligent of the faithful are
unlikely to ask any questions at all. Be-
sides, those who figure out the riddle are
likely to be smarter than others—and
hence better liked and more appreciated
by the deity.

3.

I'm often held, yet rarely touched;

I'm always wet, yet never rust;

I'm sometimes wagged and sometimes bit;
To use me well, you must have wit.
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Players might also be able to benefit
from knowing a puzzle or two of their
own. The next time a favorite character is
caught in a situation where he is up
against a vastly superior (but vain and
egotistical) enemy, such as a dragon, per-
haps he can barter for his life by challeng-
ing the intelligence of this foe with a
particularly nasty conundrum. Good game
masters are always looking for excuses not
to kill characters who have fallen into
such sticky situations. This being the case,
it has not been unheard of for sympathetic
judges to allow even creatures as malevo-
lent and powerful as dragons to become so
perplexed or distracted with a difficult
poser as to allow their would-be prey to
take the initiative and escape. (Remember
the tale of Scheherazade and TheArabian
Nights.) There is, however, an extremely
fine line between appealing to a dragon’s
vanity and offending his sensibilities (i.e.,
lining the walls of his stomach!).

Another dilemma that often arises in
many campaigns occurs when the adven-
turers come into possession of a new

magical item, such as a wand or a staff.
How are they to find the trigger word that
allows the item to function? If the charac-
ters are of a relatively low level or are
very far removed from civilization, they
might not have access to the spells or
research materials that are required to
find the key word or phrase.

However, if the protective case that the
wand was found in has a rhyme carved
upon it that seems to be of some veiled
significance, then the game master has a
method of allowing the characters to
discern the information that they are
searching for without having to give it to
them outright. This is particularly effec-
tive if the magical device has several scat-
tered pieces that must be found and
assembled over the course of many adven-
tures before it can be used (such as a rod
of seven parts in the AD&D® game). A
separate line of a riddle could be carved
into each section. In such a manner, not
only would the trigger word be revealed,
but by arranging the fragments in a way
so as to form a coherent verse, the order

in which the device must be assembled
might also be indicated.

These are just a few of the infinite num-
ber of ways in which riddles may be incor-
porated into a fantasy role-playing
campaign. The reader is encouraged to
use any that appeal to him, or to use his
own creativity to come up with applica-
tions that he feels are appropriate.

A riddle sampler

Unfortunately, there does not seem to be
any one good source of riddles that lend
themselves to use in a fantasy role-playing
game. Most books of “riddles” are actually
filled with puns (Q: From what country do
fish come? A: Finland). Surprisingly, one of
the best collections of high-quality riddles
turns out to be the aforementioned con-
test in The Hobbit.

The following are some original riddles,
provided with answers and suggestions
for their use in fantasy games. Good luck
solving them! 0

4

The only tool which s.harper grows

Whenever used in any row.

5.
In the window she sat weeping.

And with each fear her life wenl seeping.

6.
I’m not really more than holes tied to more

holes;

I’m strong as good steel, though not stiff as

a pole.

7

DPve little strength but mighty powers;
I guard small hovels and great towers,
But if perchance my master leaves,
He must ensure he safeguards me.

: 8.

g1 The floor’s on top, the roof’s beneath,
4 And from this place I rarely Tleave.
Yet with the passing of each day,

A new horizon greets my gaze.
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This book and the following ones are
good sources of riddles for your fanta-
sy role-playing campaign.
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