
Whispers of the Obsidian Labyrinth



Part 1
The trail to Hollis Crossley ends where the decent world does: a solitary shack squatting on the
edge of Widow's Flat. The sun here is a hammer, beating down on the cracked earth and bleaching
the life from everything it touches. The shack itself is a testament to stubborn survival, its warped
planks silvered by sun and scoured by wind, leaning like a man drunk on sorrow. A single, grimy
window stares out at the shimmering heat haze like a blind eye. The only sounds are the whisper of
the wind through sparse saltbush and the faint, rhythmic creak of a loose shutter. The air smells of
baked dust, dry rot, and a faint, underlying bitterness, like alkali salts rising from the poisoned
ground.

Inside, the gloom offers little relief from the oppressive heat. The single room is a mess of a
prospector’s life packed away in haste. Dusty pans, picks, and bedrolls are piled in corners. A layer
of fine grit covers every surface. Hollis Crossley sits at a rickety table, a half-empty bottle of cheap
whiskey his only companion. He’s a man worn down to the bone, his face a leathery map of
hardship. When the player enters, he doesn't reach for a gun; he flinches, his whole body tensing
like a spooked horse. His eyes, watery and bloodshot, dart towards the door, filled with a deep,
hunted fear.

He speaks in a low, raspy whisper, the words catching in his throat. He’ll deny knowing anything at
first, shaking his head, his gaze fixed on the tabletop. If pressed about the Gilded Dollar Ranch, a
flicker of something—old hope mixed with fresh terror—crosses his face. "That place... it's cursed,"
he'll rasp, his voice barely audible. "The water runs thick as poison, and the ground's gone sour."
He'll trace a shape on the dusty table with a trembling finger, three interlocking circles, then quickly
wipe it away as if the symbol itself were a danger.

Mentioning gold will make him scoff, a bitter, broken sound. "Gold ain't worth a man's soul." The
real obstacle emerges when he speaks the name 'Darby Thorn.' His posture shrinks, his voice
drops even lower. "He owns that valley now. Owns the silence 'round it." This is the heart of his
fear. He won't give up the location because Thorn has leverage. "He's got my girl," Hollis will finally
confess, his voice cracking with a father's anguish. "My Ali. She's… watched. At her saloon. A
gilded cage is still a cage. If I talk, she pays the price. Thorn sees to it." He looks at the player, his
expression a plea for understanding and a warning. Getting the path to the Gilded Dollar won't be
as simple as asking; it means stepping into a war with a man who holds all the cards.

Part 2
The air inside Hollis Crossley’s lean-to is thick with the smell of stale coffee, dust, and the dry rot of
old timbers. A single kerosene lantern on a rickety crate throws more shadow than light, making the
cramped space feel like a collapsing cave. The wind, a lonesome traveler, whistles through the
cracks in the plank walls, carrying the scent of sagebrush and coming trouble. Hollis sits on a
three-legged stool, his body hunched as if against a physical blow. His gnarled hands tremble as he
wraps them around a tin cup, the contents long since cold. His eyes, when they finally lift to meet
the player’s, are hollowed out by fear, but a hard glint of resolve burns deep within them.

“You talk about the Gilded Dollar like it’s just a prize for the taking,” he begins, his voice a dry rasp,
barely more than a whisper. “You think it’s a blight from God or nature that soured that valley? It
ain’t.” He leans forward, the lantern light carving deep canyons into his face. “It’s poison.
Man-made. Poured into the headwaters by a man who’d kill the earth itself for the color buried in it.
A man named Darby Thorn.” He speaks the name like a curse, a shard of glass in his throat. He
says Thorn’s outfit is headquartered right there in the valley, pulling out what gold they can while
the land dies around them.

Hollis reaches into a worn leather satchel and pulls out a small, tattered photograph, its edges soft
with handling. He holds it out with a shaking hand. It shows a young woman with a defiant chin and



eyes that hold no fear, standing tall against a backdrop of sun-bleached rock. “My daughter. Ali
Phoenix.” A terrible weight settles in his voice. “Thorn has her. Keeps her up there at the ranch.
She’s his insurance… his guarantee that this old prospector keeps his mouth shut about what he
saw at Widow’s Flat, about the poison in Dust Devil Gulch.”

He looks from the photo to the player, his gaze desperate but sharp, measuring their character.
“You’re hungry for a fortune. I can see it in you. Thorn’s men are just scraping the surface. But I
know that valley better than any man alive. I know where the heart of it is. The real motherlode.” He
pushes the photograph gently across the crate. “You ride in there, you get my Ali out alive… and I’ll
put you on a trail to more gold than Darby Thorn has ever dreamed of. That’s the deal. A man’s soul
for a king’s ransom. What do you say?”

Part 3
The trail Hollis marked on the map ends at the mouth of Dust Devil Gulch. The place is aptly
named; the wind kicks up spirals of fine, gritty dust that stings the eyes and coats the throat. But it’s
the smell that hits first—a sharp, acrid bite like raw chemicals and decay, an offense to the clean
desert air. Before the player lies the gulch itself, a deep scar carved into the red rock. Down the
center runs a creek that ought to be a lifeline in this parched land, but it’s a thing of poison. The
water is the color of old rust, sluggish and thick, with a sickly yellow-green foam collecting in the
eddies. The rocks along its banks are bleached bone-white, and not a single blade of grass or
hardy shrub grows within ten feet of the toxic flow.

High on the canyon rims, two lookouts are posted, mere silhouettes against the merciless sun. They
move with a lazy confidence, rifles held easy but ready. The floor of the gulch is wide open, offering
little cover from their watchful eyes. Following the poisoned creek upstream, the canyon narrows.
About two hundred yards in, a small crew of grim-faced men work under the direction of a younger
man, Chandler Crossing. He stands apart, his posture stiff with a tension that has nothing to do with
the heat. His face is smudged with grime, his eyes wide and haunted. He doesn’t carry his authority
with the same cruel swagger as the others; he wears it like a yoke.

As the player watches, one of the older, meaner-looking guards shoves a worker who stumbled
near the creek. Chandler immediately steps in. His voice is tight, strained, but carries. "Leave him
be! He's sick from the fumes." The guard spits near Chandler's boots. "Thorn wants this sluice
cleared by sundown. He don't pay for sick." Chandler's jaw sets, a flicker of defiance in his eyes
before it's swallowed by fear. He clenches his fists at his sides but says nothing more, turning away
to stare up the gulch toward the unseen Gilded Dollar Ranch. In this moment, his conflict is laid
bare: he is a man trapped, serving a master he despises to protect something he loves. The
strange symbol Hollis mentioned—three interlocking circles—is freshly carved into the canyon wall
right behind him, a clear territorial marker. The only way forward is through this venomous passage,
past the guards, and through the soul of a man at a breaking point.

Part 4
The trail out of Dust Devil Gulch opens onto a high bluff, and below lies the Gilded Dollar Ranch.
The name is a bitter joke. There’s no shine here, no golden valley, only a wound carved into the
earth. The sun hammers down on a sprawling mining camp, a chaotic collection of raw timber
shacks, canvas tents, and the hulking skeleton of a stamping mill that groans and clatters with
relentless industry. A great wooden sluice, stained dark with chemicals, snakes down from the hills,
carrying a trickle of sickly green water that pools in a stagnant, foul-smelling tailings pond. The air is
thick with dust, the tang of blasted rock, and a faint, acrid scent of the blight that clings to the edges
of the operation like a stubborn fever.

Men move with the slow, defeated shuffle of beasts of burden, their faces caked with grime, their



eyes hollow. They are watched by a handful of guards carrying rifles with a lazy confidence, their
expressions as hard and unforgiving as the landscape. This isn't a ranch; it's a prison camp with the
sky for a roof. Following the directions Hollis gave, the player can spot the main ranch house on a
rise overlooking the squalor—a two-story structure that might have once been grand, now looking
weary and grim.

But the real target, Ali Phoenix, is not in the house. She’s in the heart of the camp, standing near a
water wagon, overseeing the distribution of meager rations. She carries no chains. Her posture is
straight and defiant, a stark contrast to the broken men around her. She speaks in a low, even voice
to a burly miner, her hand resting near a sheathed knife on her belt. When a guard ambles near,
she doesn't flinch, meeting his gaze with a look so steady he’s the one to turn away. She moves
with a purpose that is not of a captive, but of a commander.

As the player gets closer, perhaps seeking shade by a supply tent, Ali’s sharp eyes find them.
There is a flicker of recognition—Hollis must have described them well. With a subtle nod, she
gestures toward a quiet alley between two dilapidated bunkhouses, away from prying eyes. Once
there, her voice is a fierce whisper. "You're the one my father sent," she states, not a question.
"Forget what he told you. I'm not a hostage to be rescued. I'm the fuse to a powder keg. Thorn
thinks he has me trapped here, but he's the one who's trapped. These men are ready to break, but
they need a spark. They need someone who isn't afraid to strike the match. Help me burn this
whole rotten operation to the ground, and the gold you came for will be yours for the taking. Try to
'rescue' me, and you'll get us all killed."

Part 5
The air over the Gilded Dollar Ranch hangs thick with the ghosts of battle—the sharp smell of
gunpowder, the acrid smoke from a burning bunkhouse, and the low murmur of freed workers
tending to the wounded. The uprising was a hard-won thing. Ali Phoenix stands beside the player,
rifle held with a practiced ease, her face smudged with soot but her eyes clear and sharp. Hollis
Crossley, looking ten years younger with the weight of Thorn’s shadow lifted, is already checking
the contaminated creek bed, while a determined Chandler Crossing organizes a watch. The
immediate victory feels fragile, like a breath held too long.

That breath is broken by the thunder of hooves. A lone rider, one of Chandler’s men, gallops into
the yard, his horse lathered and heaving. "Thorn!" he shouts, sliding from the saddle. "He got away!
Headed north toward Widow's Flat with a wagon… looked heavy."

Hollis’s face turns pale as dust. "Widow's Flat? That's the source. The wellspring for the whole
valley." Ali’s gaze meets the player’s, the implication hanging unspoken between them: Thorn isn't
just running; he's going to salt the earth behind him. The final, spiteful act of a king losing his
kingdom.

The ride is hard and fast, pushing through the blighted canyons where the air itself feels sick. The
landscape transforms as you climb, the poisoned scrub giving way to stark, wind-carved rock
formations that reach for the sky like skeletal fingers. Widow's Flat is a high, desolate mesa,
scoured clean by an eternal wind that whistles a lonesome tune. In its center sits the wellspring, a
pool of water so deep and dark it looks like a piece of the night sky fallen to earth. Ancient,
interlocking circles are carved into the stone rim, a silent testament to its sanctity.

There he is. Darby Thorn, his fine suit now rumpled and stained, stands beside a heavy wagon.
Two loyal men struggle with thick barrels leaking a viscous, sickly green fluid that kills the ground
where it drips. Thorn is no longer the picture of cold control. A tremor shakes his hand, and his pale
eyes burn with a feverish, nihilistic fire. "You!" he snarls as you approach, his voice cracking. "You
thought you could take this from me? This land was mine! If I can't have its riches, I'll leave you
nothing but its bones!" He gestures to the wellspring with his silver-tipped cane. "My legacy will be



the silence I leave behind!" The wind whips his words away, but his intent is clear. This isn't about
business anymore; it's the last, desperate act of a dying man determined to pull the world down with
him.


