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    The Gods’ Game Volume I, Crota 
 
      
 
    An epic fantasy, LitRPG and GameLit novel. 
 
    By Rohan M. Vider 
 
      
 
    A Game, played between Gods… where the playing field is the world itself… and the pieces, living beings. 
 
      
 
    A young man caught unwittingly between… in a strange world, without allies or help… must battle for survival…using his wits and magic alone. 
 
      
 
    Pawn or Player… his fate is his to decide… which will he prove to be? 
 
      
 
    Accidentally summoned from Earth to the world of Myelad, Kyran becomes embroiled in a thousand-year war between the Gods. Through no fault of his own, Kyran earns their ire and is trapped in Crota, an abandoned city haunted by undead, and infested with all manner of beasts and monsters. To escape the Gods’ trap, Kyran must become a Player that even the Gods would learn to fear… 
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    Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    Dear Readers, 
 
      
 
    This novel is an epic fantasy story set in a world that employs game concepts that are common in computer roleplaying games (CRPG) and massively multiplayer online (MMO) games. This is a relatively new fantasy sub-genre known as LitRPG or GameLit.  
 
    To enjoy the story, knowledge of CRPG and MMO games is not necessary. Every effort has been made within the story itself to explain crucial game mechanics. However, some readers may still find themselves craving a more complete understanding of the game mechanics. 
 
    For such readers, I have compiled the Primer attached to the end of this book. It is, I know, a somewhat lengthy read. I would suggest that, but for the explanation on the basic RPG concepts, you do not attempt to read the primer end-to-end. Instead use it as a quick reference, as and when required. 
 
    Also, full disclosure, this is a self-published works that has not been professionally edited. I have taken great care to review and edit the book. However, some errors have probably slipped through. For these, I apologise profusely. 
 
    I encourage you to drop me a message on anything related to the Gods’ Game or otherwise:). Please also let others know what you think about the book by leaving a review on www.amazon.com and www.goodreads.com. 
 
    Most importantly, I hope you enjoy the book! 
 
      
 
      
 
    Best Regards 
 
      
 
    Rohan 
 
    rohan.vider@gmail.com  
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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    We have become our own worst enemies. The cosmos new tyrants. And who remains, that can stop us now? – from the memoirs of Eld the Benevolent. 
 
      
 
    Eld expanded his consciousness through the tapestry, that was the cosmos, and searched once more for that elusive Spark. One made remarkable not by the brightness of its light, but instead by its very absence. Somewhere, somewhen, it had to exist. Everything depended on it. 
 
    He was troubled. His search had spanned eons, and time was running out. Matters had progressed rapidly, and his course was now irrevocable. Either he found a Spark, and quick, or… or he failed, and the cosmos with him. 
 
    He flung out the net of his consciousness again, probing for that spot of emptiness, made apparent by the brightness surrounding it. With practiced swiftness he sifted through the minds of Earth’s multitudes, searching…. 
 
    Expecting disappointment, he almost missed it. There. An anomaly. He pulled together his consciousness and directed his focus to the scene that had caught his interest. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Jonas scowled fiercely as the young street rat scurried into the shop and attempted to disguise his presence behind the paying customers. The waif was draped in cast-off rags, barefoot and covered in grime and filth. Jonas stepped forward to expel the young thief, when by chance, his gaze crossed the youngster’s and revealed the desperate hunger there. The boy, he must have been no older than five, stared with avid attention at the fruits lining the stalls.  
 
    Jonas could not help but notice the waif’s skinny limbs and protruding bones, laid bare by malnutrition and habitual starvation. His gaze lingered on the boy, weighing. In a moment of weakness, he decided to ignore the waif. Cursing himself for a sentimental fool, he turned away and pretended not to see the child swipe a few apples.  It is only a few apples, he told himself, not worth the trouble, really.  
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Eld watched the scene play out. The boy was invisible to his sight but eavesdropping on Jonas’ thoughts revealed him. He studied the boy intently. The child would serve, he decided, but first, he needed to be prepared. A dizzying array of probabilities were considered and discarded as he ran rapid calculations through his mind. Eventually, his course decided, he acted. His ability to affect events on Earth were limited, but sometimes all it took was a nudge... 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    At the fruit stalls, seemingly of its own accord, an apple rolled out of the pile, upsetting its stack’s delicate balance and provoking an avalanche. In the midst of pocketing a few more apples, the boy was caught flat-footed. Standing at the door, Alexis, Jonas' son, turned his head at the disturbance and noticed the boy. He sprang quickly into action and moved to apprehend the waif, “Stop thief!” 
 
    Mystified by the strange behaviour of the apples, the boy left his escape too late. He tried to scamper away and dodge Alexis’ reaching hands but was hampered in his efforts by the apples littering the floor. Triumphantly Alexis snatched the boy, and crowed, “I got you now, you little thief, you aren’t going anywhere.”  
 
    Silently observing, Jonas hesitated, but then moved to intervene. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Eld had done what he could. Events had been set in motion. Now he could only hope that they played out as desired. After all, even Gods were not infallible.  
 
    

  

 
   
    
    Kyran Seversan 
 
      
 
    “The Gods are real” – Anonymous. 
 
      
 
    Kyran trudged wearily home. The city was unnaturally quiet tonight. The rumble of cars and shouts of merriment from raucous crowds was absent. With head bent low, sheltering from the biting winter’s cold, and shoulders hunched from his overburdened backpack, Kyran steadily made his way back home from Terry’s apartment. Terry and he lived on opposite ends of the city. Opposites, reflected Kyran, was an apt metaphor for Terry and himself. They were in almost all respects, dissimilar. Terry came from a distinguished family and lived in the city’s most affluent neighbourhood. Kyran was dirt poor, orphaned at a young age and raised on the streets. Yet despite this, theirs was a firm friendship, one rooted in their shared love of gaming. 
 
    He left behind the wealthy city blocks, and neared the humbler quarters of his own district. It had been a good night. His gaming clan, a relative minnow, had won the tournament, defeating the bigger, more established names in the online community. They had made a name for themselves tonight and would be the talk of the forums and chat rooms for some time to come. His clan mates were back at Terry’s apartment, celebrating. He wished he was still there, enjoying the camaraderie and hard-earned victory celebrations. Instead of being stuck out here, heading back to a cold hearth and home. But the burdens of life could only be ignored for so long. 
 
    He groaned. All night long he had adamantly refused to think about his finals tomorrow and the consequence of failure. It would mean the loss of his future job, and the burden of an unpayable bill.  He barely scraped by as it was, forced to live in the city’s poorest quarter with all his money going into his education – and his one vice, gaming. If he failed… 
 
    No, he would pass, he was certain of it – well, almost certain. Alright, I should have been studying, he finally admitted to himself. But... once again he had been seduced by the lure of competitive gaming. Rationally, he understood that he indulged in it too much, but it was a habit he just couldn’t seem to kick. The thrill of victory, the adrenaline, the satisfaction from well executed strategies and the camaraderie of team mates was too alluring. He resolved, yet again, to make some changes and get his life back on track. 
 
    With a mental shrug he shook of his depressing thoughts. Those were problems for another day. Here and now he needed to hurry back home and squeeze in whatever studying he could, before his finals tomorrow. Today actually. 
 
    He fell deep in thought, prioritising and planning his studies. That’s when he heard the scream. Kyran’s head whipped around. The scream cut-off quickly but he was sure it had come from the right, from Layton’s Bridge. Through his steady hike he had reached the decayed bridge at the centre of the city’s poorest quarter. It had been one of the city’s main thoroughfares before the course of the river changed. These days the bridge and the surrounding blocks were little more than relics of the past, largely abandoned by the rest of the city, and a prime hotspot of criminal activity. 
 
    Kyran started towards the bridge, then hesitated. Should I be doing this? Could he afford to? He already had little enough time left… but could he ignore someone in distress? 
 
    He stopped thinking. It didn’t matter. He had to help. Kyran raced to the source of the scream. He rounded the corner and stopped short. On the bridge ahead, two masked figures struggled with a young woman. 
 
    The woman was well dressed in a brown leather coat, green dress, stockinged feet and high heels. She wore her jewellery openly and carried an expensive handbag. It was probably this display of wealth that had attracted the muggers. Kyran wondered what such an obviously wealthy young woman was doing walking these streets. The two muggers were typical of the residents of this part of the city, dressed as they were, in ragged castoffs. 
 
    One of the masked men yanked viciously on the woman’s bag. The other tried to restrain her while simultaneously waving a rusty knife at her. This had remarkably little effect. The muggers intended victim was putting up more resistance than expected. Heedless of the threatening knife, the woman fought furiously – and in Kyran’s view, somewhat foolishly – to retain her handbag. 
 
    Kyran paused for a moment, thoughts racing. He pulled out his phone and waved it while he ran towards the struggling figures. “Hey! Leave her alone, the police are on the way!” Kyran’s cry startled the muggers. They looked up in surprise. His bluff worked – never mind that the police did not bother responding to calls from this neighbourhood. The muggers, handbag forgotten, quickly extricated themselves. One of them shoved the woman back in his haste to get away. Her arms flailed and she stumbled backwards, unbalanced and perilously close to the bridge’s crumbling rails. Just then, at the wrong moment, the heel of her shoe stuck fast in the cracked road. With a scream she toppled over. 
 
    Kyran’s heart was in his mouth as he watched the woman fall over the bridge. Ignoring the fleeing muggers, he raced to where the woman went over, dreading the scene that awaited him. 
 
    He looked over and breathed a sigh of relief. She had managed to find a handhold. With a white knuckled grip, she held onto the lower end of the bridge's rusted handrails. 
 
    Reacting without thought Kyran stretched over the rail and grasped the woman’s hands. “Here, I got you! Hold tight!” 
 
    The woman, her eyes wide open in fright and face contorted in fear begged, “Please, please…” Her strength failed and her hands slowly slipped free. Pain shot up Kyran’s arms as the woman’s full weight transferred to them. 
 
    Her panic escalated. Her struggles became more frenetic. She scrambled mindlessly for some sort of purchase. His own position was now also precarious, bearing as he did, the woman’s full weight. Kyran heaved and pulled. Futilely he strained to pull the woman back onto the bridge. Her struggles made his efforts that much harder. 
 
    He tried to calm her and stop her desperate struggles. “Easy, I got you. I promise. What is your name?” 
 
    “Sara!” she gasped, “Save me. Please, save me.” 
 
    He said soothingly, “It will be alright, Sara. Just hold on tight.” 
 
    But her hands began to slip free of his sweaty palms. Despairingly, she pleaded, “No, no, help!” 
 
    He was overextended. His feet were barely grounded on the bridge. He stretched further, tightening his hold on her. Again, he tried to heave her onto the bridge. Again, he failed. He simply lacked the leverage. All he could manage was maintaining his hold. 
 
    Until he no longer could. Inch by inch, his anchor on the bridge failed and inexorably their combined weight pulled him over. The physics was inescapable. Kyran lacked the mass to anchor them both. To live, he would have to let her go. 
 
    Stubbornly, he refused. He maintained his death grip. This is all my fault! he berated himself. If he hadn’t startled the muggers– 
 
    Further thought was cut-off sharply. Gravity won. And with hands still clasped they plummeted off the bridge. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Kyran’s mind blanked. It was a long drop to the dry riverbed below. He had already fallen more than half the distance before his mind unfroze. Terror assailed him. This is it, he thought. He conjured gruesome images of smashing into the barren, cracked earth. The damage to his body would be fatal. In morbid anticipation, he squeezed his eyes shut. 
 
    He waited, and waited, and waited… 
 
    But the end did not come. Rippling agony did not grip him. His body did not smash into the unyielding earth. Confounded, Kyran opened his eyes. He found himself gazing down at the riverbed, at two mangled corpses. For long ageless seconds, he could only stare uncomprehendingly. That’s us, he thought, recognizing his blue backpack and Sara’s brown coat amongst the remains. But that does not make sense… if that’s my body down there… Kyran looked down at himself. In bewilderment, he stared at his translucent hands. They remained clasped to Sara’s, equally transparent.  How am I? What am I? He hung suspended mid-air, a bodiless spirit. Am I dead, a ghost?  he wondered. He looked at Sara. Her eyes were shut and her face was filled with dread. She remained oblivious. 
 
    He was at a complete loss. What should he do? Detachedly, he considered himself. He was dead, or at least some part of him was, while another part (his soul?) remained aware. Yet for all the terror he felt this should inspire, he felt little. His emotions were dulled, as if remnants of his former life, something he distantly recalled but did not feel. Why am I not panicking? I should be terrified right now. Am I not myself? But I still feel like me… I still think I am me, but… can I still be me when my body lies down there? 
 
    He pondered this but no answers were forthcoming. He looked around, baffled as to what to do next. Before he could attempt any action, he was violently gripped and pulled forcibly upwards. Sensation returned and he was engulfed in pain, held in the grasp of some uncaring alien force. He struggled but was relentlessly dragged upwards, a fish on a line. Gradually at first, then faster and faster. He accelerated through the empty skies, powerless to do otherwise. The world rushed by, then the moon and the planets. Then stars, and more stars. Then blackness, an endless void. And then he knew no more. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
    

  

 
   
    
    Summoned 
 
      
 
    The cosmos is vast and varied, and Losjofilde is but one world of many. The worlds of the cosmos are connected by the pathways. Long have scholars pondered its secrets, alas to little avail. Much of its nature still remains a mystery, but this much is known: the pathways are a cosmic network through which adepts traverse from world to world. But it is more than a mere highway, it is also the conduit through which magical and divine essence flows between worlds. Indeed, some scholars have even postulated that the pathways are critical to maintaining the cosmic balance, and that without them, the cosmos could not exist. – Excerpt from a Treatise on the Nature of the Pathways, by an unknown Losjofildian scholar. 
 
      
 
    Consciousness returned slowly to Kyran. That was a weird dream, he thought, disconcerted. It had been so vivid. The mugging, the woman Sara, his ill-conceived rescue attempt, falling off the bridge. He wondered what had– 
 
    Raised voices interrupted his thoughts. Kyran opened his eyes and… speechless, could only stare. It had not been a dream, or if it had, he was still in it. He remained disembodied. He was dead. It was the only explanation. Despair and rage engulfed him. His life had been cut short just when he had been on the cusp of something better. For all the hardship of his daily life, it had contained joy and pleasure too. He would never again see Terry and old man Jonas, who had plucked him from the streets and given him a home. Remorse gripped him as well, for not being able to save Sara and perhaps even contributing to her demise. If only he had ignored her screams, or if he had not startled her attackers, or if he had somehow anchored himself, they both might still be alive. 
 
    Rationally he understood the futility of such regrets. Time marched ever onwards. There were no do overs in life but his guilt at his own ineptness plagued him. Wise to the ways of despair, he shook himself free from his dark musings and dragged his mind back to the here and now.  He looked around anew at the floor and walls. 
 
    Floor and walls, he thought, bewildered. He was no longer under the bridge. Vaguely he recalled being pulled elsewhere by… some alien force. If his recollection was to be trusted, he was no longer on earth, or even within the Sol system, but somewhere far, far away. This does not look like heaven or hell or even purgatory, he thought morosely. 
 
    He was in a large chamber with marble walls and floors. The room was bare and had neither doors nor windows. What room doesn’t have doors and windows? he wondered. A prison, he answered himself gloomily. There was no apparent light source, yet he could see well enough. Next to him was Sara, still grasping his hands. She gazed fearfully at the far end of the chamber. 
 
    Kyran turned and followed her gaze. At the end of the chamber, on a raised dais stood two… entities. He did not know how else to describe them. While both were humanoid, there was something not quite right about them. It’s their size, Kyran realised. Both figures were over six metres tall, more than three times Kyran’s own height. One of the figures was female and strikingly beautiful, but in an otherworldly fashion. Her eyes, while wide and round, slanted distinctly upwards. Her ears were long, narrowed to a point and peaked out from beneath long, snow-white hair. Her body was lithe, willowy, and fully concealed by flowing white robes. She looks almost elven, Kyran thought disbelievingly. 
 
    The other figure was no less disturbing. He could have passed as a human male and had all the typical features you would expect from one, except for his skin, which had a metallic bronze sheen to it. On closer inspection, Kyran noticed that his face was strangely devoid of any expression, as if he had no facial muscles. He was dressed in dark nondescript clothes with a heavy black cloak around his shoulders. 
 
    “I repeat Overseer, this is simply not possible!” thundered the woman. Her voice reverberated in his mind. Kyran trembled uncontrollably as his very being shook with her ire. Her voice, he realised, had emanated from within his mind – telepathically. 
 
    “And yet Divine Iyra, it is self-evidently so,” said the Overseer seemingly unperturbed, in a toneless, mechanical voice. 
 
    Divine? Overseer? What are these beings and where am I? wondered Kyran. 
 
    Iyra stared at the two spirits before her and said waspishly, “Of course! There are two spirits here, but why did I not sense him before?” She fell silent, and her face grew thoughtful as she contemplated this. 
 
    Sensing an opportunity to rectify his ignorance, Kyran attempted to voice a question but found that he could not. He tried to force the words out of his mouth – to no effect. He tried again, this time attempting to project the words as the entities in front of him appeared to be doing – again to no effect. It appears I am only here to listen. 
 
    Iyra continued her musings. She appeared in no rush. The Overseer remained still and waited patiently upon her. Finally she said, “There is only one possibility that may explain these circumstances but the probability is so infinitesimally small as to be non-existent, yet it must be considered.” Sighing, she slowly closed her eyes. She held this pose for a few seconds, then opened them with a frown. “It appears I was correct.” Turing to the Overseer, she asked, “Tell me Overseer, does he possess the divine spark?” 
 
    The Overseer turned slowly to face Kyran and stared fixedly into his eyes. Kyran tried to escape his probing gaze but found himself unable to move or even close his eyes. “You are of course aware, Divine Iyra, that the Rules forbid me from revealing the inner nature of a being to others, but considering this moment’s exceptional circumstances, and seeing as how you have already guessed this aspect of his nature, the limited discretion I am permitted allows me to confirm your guess. You are correct. He has no divine spark.” Divine spark? thought Kyran perplexedly. He was at a complete loss as to what was going on. Frighteningly, he also appeared to be at the mercy of these beings, and was neither able to move or speak in his defence. 
 
    Iyra nodded thoughtfully, “That explains it then.” She frowned and stared hard and probingly into Kyran’s eyes. “He was likely in physical contact with the candidate when the summoning began.” She looked down at their still intertwined hands, “Their spirits remain connected as well. That explains how he safely navigated the portal.” She shook her head ruefully and staring directly at Kyran said, “Even I, little human, can barely fathom the chain of events that brought you here. What should I make of you, I wonder?” She stared expectedly at Kyran, who could only look back mutely. 
 
    Finally, she turned back to the Overseer. “So, Overseer, what now? This is unprecedented. What do the Rules dictate?” she asked, somewhat bitterly. 
 
    The Overseer replied slowly, “You are correct Divine Iyra, this is a unique occurrence within the history of the Game. The God Council must be convened and the aberrant spirit presented.” 
 
    Iyra’s mouth twisted sourly, in dislike but obvious acceptance of the Overseer’s conclusion. “So be it.” Looking at Sara, she said, “The candidate shall remain here.” Turning to Kyran she added, “Good luck little human, I fear you shall need it.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    

  

 
   
    
    The God Council 
 
      
 
    In the beginning, there were no Gods. But over the eons, as divine essence was unconsciously channelled by billions of divine sparks into a common set of beliefs, entities that exemplified these beliefs formed. Over time they evolved and became self-aware. Today, we call them Gods. It has been theorised (though not proven) that to survive each God requires a continuous supply of divine essence. The Gods, understandably, have remained silent on this subject – from the writings of Archmage Telthamos, from the world of Zoti. 
 
      
 
    Kyran’s thoughts were a jumbled mess. He tried to make sense of what he had heard. Sara was obviously the candidate, and he the ‘aberrant spirit’, but what was the divine spark, the game and the rules? And equally important, what were Iyra and the Overseer? Certainly not human. Iyra in particular had a disturbingly forceful presence, almost as if she really were divine… was she a god? No, that did not make any sense, she- 
 
    Kyran was interrupted from further speculation as he was abruptly wrenched elsewhere. The transition was instantaneous. He found himself in a dome-shaped hall that had, as its focal point, an enormous round table surrounded by twelve crystal thrones. The chamber was completely utilitarian, free of any embellishments, and the table was constructed from the same marble as the room itself. 
 
    Kyran and the Overseer were in the centre of the room, on top of the table. Enthroned around them were eleven giant entities, one of whom was Iyra. One seat stood vacant. Surrounded, and with the Overseer standing guard besides him, Kyran felt himself, a prisoner presented for judgement – for what crime he knew not. Only the cuffs are missing, he thought darkly, then this picture would be complete. 
 
    “Overseer, why have you called us to council?” The speaker was a large entity that looked to be some sort of humanoid lizard. He was covered in scarlet scales and had taloned hands. His eyes were yellow orbs with slitted black pupils. His nose and mouth merged into a snout filled with razor teeth.  His voice, when he spoke, came out a sibilant hiss. He was dressed in plate armour, with the hilt of a sword protruding over his shoulders. This gets stranger and stranger, thought Kyran. First an elf and automaton, now some sort of lizardman? Kyran stopped trying to make sense of it all. Clearly none of this fit his worldview. He would observe for now and figure out the rest later. If there is a later, he thought morbidly. 
 
    “Divine Balkar, I have convened the council to determine how to deal with an aberrant spirit that has entered Myelad.” 
 
    Balkar fixed Kyran with his draconian gaze. “This one?” he asked. 
 
    Before the Overseer could respond another voice interrupted, oozing boredom, “Destroy him and be done with it.” 
 
    This speaker was equally fascinating and disturbing. Her features were similar to Iyra's, but had a malevolent undertone. Her hair was dark and lustrous. Her lips were blood-red, and her skin, winter grey. She possessed a seductive, deadly grace and was dressed to match in polished black leather. 
 
    “The rules forbid me from harming any spirit Divine Succera,” said the Overseer, as tonelessly as ever. 
 
    “Bah! Get Kharmadon to do it then,” she said. Kyran did not like the direction the conversation was taking. Destroy him? What did she mean, was he not dead already? 
 
    “As you are aware Divine Succera, the rules preclude the gods from doing so either,” said the Overseer, with just a hint of exasperation. Kyran exhaled in relief on hearing this. Dead or not, he preferred not to be ‘destroyed’. 
 
    “I am more curious as to how this spirit managed to enter Myelad in the first place,” said another. Kyran dearly liked to know exactly that as well. He had done nothing but try to save a young woman – albeit somewhat disastrously. 
 
    “Divine Iyra was summoning a candidate when –” the Overseer began, but was interrupted once more. 
 
    “Iyra! This is her fault then, make her pay the penalty!” This, from an ugly green-skinned monster with beady eyes and protruding horns. He was covered with an assortment of mismatched armour and yellow spittle sprayed liberally as he spoke. 
 
    “Divine Xetil, there is no penalty –” 
 
    Once again, the Overseer was interrupted. “Hold your tongue Xetil, you old goat. I am not to blame here,” declared Iyra. 
 
    “Enough!” shouted a gigantic figure who thus far, had been brooding silently. Even seated, he towered over the others. He had wild brown hair, shaggy eyebrows, gleaming fangs, and a nose squashed flat. A fur cloak was draped over his burly shoulders. “Be silent, and let the Overseer present the case.” 
 
    And for a wonder the other gods complied until, “Of course magnificent Kharmadon, your word is our command.” This was said with a flourish and a bow from a short, rotund, genially smiling god with a wicked gleam in his eyes. 
 
    “Peace Lok. Never mind his manner, Kharmadon is correct. Let us hear out the Overseer,” said an elderly god with silvery hair and flowing beard. He leaned forward in anticipation and firmly clutched his gnarly wooden staff for support. 
 
    Kyran had followed this exchange in dumbstruck wonder.  He had been expecting a council of beings similar in stature to Iyra, but this… this more resembled squabbling children than a council of self-proclaimed gods. While each of the entities, taken on their own, presented a forceful and commanding presence, together they appeared somewhat lesser. But whatever these beings were and wherever he was, his fate seemed to be in their hands. 
 
    “Thank you, Divine Weeran. Let me begin again. Divine Iyra was summoning a candidate when this spirit,” he said pointing towards Kyran, “intervened, undetected, and was pulled with the candidate into Myelad.” 
 
    “Undetected?” asked Weeran sharply. “How is that possible?” 
 
    “He has no divine spark,” responded the Overseer simply. At this the gods sat up and focused their attention on Kyran. He tried to stand fast but could not help but wilt in the face of their concentrated attention. Again, the mention of a ‘divine spark’. What is it? And why is it of such significance to these beings? 
 
    “Are you certain of this? After all there is no record of such a spirit before,” asked a catlike goddess swishing her tail lazily about. She had short golden fur and was clothed in a forest green tunic and leggings. Her fangs gleamed and her eyes shone emerald. 
 
    “I am certain Auriel,” replied Iyra, “I have confirmed it and so can you. Simply close your eyes and try to sense the human’s spirit.”  
 
    The gods did as asked. Most appeared unhappy with the results. The god Lok however was intrigued, and climbed onto the table for a closer look at Kyran. “Remarkable,” he said, circling Kyran in fascination. Kyran nervously tried to edge away from the mischievous god but once again found himself unable to move. 
 
    Ignoring the antics of Lok, a scarred and tattooed dwarven warrior god grunted, “Of greater import, did this spirit know what he was doing? Did he knowingly intervene in the summoning?” 
 
    “It is my assessment Divine Turon, that this spirit’s intervention was accidental. There is no indication that this spirit understood the consequence of his actions,” replied the Overseer. 
 
    “I agree,” said Iyra. Me too, added Kyran silently. 
 
    “How then are we to proceed Overseer?” asked Kharmadon. 
 
    “All free spirits that enter Myelad must be given the Choice. The rules are explicit on this. It is the only course of action allowed. What is in the hands of the council to determine is the nature of the choice presented,” said the Overseer. 
 
    “Meaning?” queried Lok, breaking off his inspection of Kyran. 
 
    “Other than Divine Iyra, who already has a candidate, there are two other Divines with openings for a new champion: Zarayla and Xetil. The rules permit for the choice to be given on their behalf.” 
 
    “No,” refused Xetil immediately. Despite the threat of destruction and even without knowing what being a ‘champion’ entailed, he could not help but be relieved that the repulsive Xetil had rejected him. 
 
    The Overseer turned to Zarayla awaiting her response. She resembled the lizard-like Balkar, except her scales were blue and her demeanour appeared gentler in nature. She was dressed in a threadbare hermit’s robe. She hesitated before responding. She looked a more palatable choice to Kyran, he felt he could live with being her champion.  She asked cautiously, “Overseer, is the Pledge possible without the divine spark?” 
 
    “No, it is not Divine.” 
 
    Zarayla looked sorrowfully at Kyran and said, “Then regretfully, I must decline as well.” Uh oh, thought Kyran, worriedly. What does this mean for me now? 
 
    “So noted. There remains only one option then. This spirit will be given the choice to enter Myelad as a free agent,” said the Overseer. 
 
    “A free agent,” thundered Kharmadon, “What is that?!” 
 
    “The spirit, if he chooses to enter Myelad, will do so without a pledge of loyalty to any Divine.” The Gods were dumbstruck. 
 
    “Do the rules not preclude that?” asked an elaborately garbed blonde goddess with piercing blue eyes. Her face was covered with arcane symbols, her fingers with glittering rings, and large metal hoops dangled from each ear. She wore a hooded royal blue cloak filled with shimmering stars and in her hands, she held a slim, sapphire tipped wand that she idly played with as she spoke. 
 
    “No Divine Misteria, the rules only require a choice to be given. The rules do not forbid a spirit from entering Myelad as other than a champion.” The gods looked disturbed at this pronouncement and silence descended as they pondered this. 
 
    “The Overseer’s reading of the rules is correct,” affirmed Balkar, “the spirit must be given the choice.” 
 
    This choice, whatever it is, appears to be important, thought Kyran, and crucial to my continued existence. It had not escaped his notice that these 'gods' were not all-powerful and for all that they railed and sputtered, seemed to be constrained by the 'rules'. 
 
    “The game has been played for eons, why have there be no free agents before this?” asked Auriel. 
 
    The Gods fell silent thinking on this. Eventually Weeran conjectured, “Myelad is completely sealed from the rest of the cosmos with one notable exception. This of course being the ritual of summoning, the governing rules of which are extremely specific. The ritual can only be performed to summon a candidate, and this only when one of our champions has perished. The rules preclude us from knowingly summoning more than one spirit, or presenting any other choice except the Champion’s Choice. The present situation has only arisen because this spirit has no divine spark, which meant Iyra did not detect his interference, and because he was in direct contact with the candidate during the summoning ritual. The odds of such a sequence of events occurring, even once, let alone twice are astronomical. This is not an event that could be foreseen, nor is it one likely to occur again.” 
 
    Kyran followed this with some difficulty. So, Sara was summoned here as Iyra’s candidate champion. He was an undesirable, a stowaway. But what are champions, and why do the gods need them? 
 
    “Nonetheless I mislike this entirely,” said Succera, “It has the flavour of one of Eld’s convoluted plots.” Eld, wondered Kyran, who is Eld? None of the gods had been addressed as Eld, nor did Succera appear to direct her comment at any one of them. 
 
    “I see no cause for concern,” stated Zarayla, “regardless of whether the spirit chooses to enter Myelad or not, without our champions’ abilities, he will merely be one more mortal – the same as any other on Myelad.” 
 
    “That is incorrect Divine,” said the Overseer, “the rules dictate that all free spirits entering the Game must do so as Players and on an equal footing with each other.  Therefore, the spirit will be given the Player’s Mark.” The gods were disturbed anew at this and fell silent again. 
 
    Kyran found himself taking a liking to the Overseer. He looked determined to give Kyran a fair shake. Of course, a fair shake at what, I have no idea. And why is he called ‘Overseer’? Who or what does he oversee? The gods? The game? Hmm… For all his apparent subservience to the gods, perhaps the Overseer was more powerful than he seemed. 
 
    Iyra took this opportunity to address Kyran directly, “Spirit, if you choose to enter Myelad, begin your incarnation in the city of Durham and seek out my –” 
 
    “No! Do not think we will sit idly by and allow you to profit from this Iyra!” growled Xetil. 
 
    “I merely offered –” Iyra started to reply. 
 
    “Spare us your deception Iyra,” sneered Succera, “it is clear to all that even without the divine spark this spirit may sway the balance of the game.” Iyra glared back at her, but offered no response in her defence. 
 
    Weeran looked thoughtfully at Kyran, “Unpledged and with a player’s abilities, he will be both an opportunity and threat.” 
 
    “Incarnate him in Crota, that will solve our problems,” cackled Lok. 
 
    “That is a death sentence Lok,” said Auriel reproachfully. 
 
    “Exactly,” responded Lok smugly, “because as intriguing as this spirit may be, Weeran is correct. If he survives, he will in time become a threat to all of us. Best to end it now.” 
 
    “I agree,” pronounced Kharmadon. Turning to the Overseer he queried, “This is within the rules?” 
 
    “Yes Divine, assuming it is the majority will of the council.” 
 
    What?! I thought you were on my side, despaired Kyran. This was not good. They gods appeared determined to get rid of him. Wherever and whatever Crota was, he did not want to go there. 
 
    “Good, does any object?” asked Kharmadon. Kyran peered frantically from face to face, hoping to find at least one ally amongst them but both Iyra and Zarayla turned away from his pleading look, as the gods unanimously consented to Lok’s proposal. 
 
    “Then it is settled, let us be done with this matter,” declared Kharmadon rising from his chair. 
 
    “Divines, there is still the matter of the knowledge and traits that may be granted to the spirit.” Despondent, Kyran barely paid any notice to the continued discussion. 
 
    “Three questions,” said Lok suddenly. “Outside of the knowledge necessary for his avatar creation and the choice, provide the spirit with answers to three questions only. This should satisfy the knowledge criteria.” 
 
    The Overseer asked, “Is this the will of the council?” and received silent nods in response. 
 
    “Very well, then to the matter of the traits –” continued the Overseer, only to be interrupted again. 
 
    “It matters not Overseer, he shall not survive Crota. We shall leave that to your discretion,” said Succera airily. The Gods, visibly bored and eager to be done with proceedings, quickly gave their assent. 
 
    “So be it,” said the Overseer. The Gods promptly vanished, leaving the Overseer and Kyran alone once more.

  

 
   
    
    The Choice 
 
      
 
    Champions do not age or die from natural causes. This agelessness is one of the more insidious ‘gifts’ granted by the Pledge. For it is only while a champion remains pledged, that she does not age. Study of the history of champions further reveals that the Gods favour the short-lived races for their champions. The cynical observer would say that this is only to further the champion’s dependence on its God. A more objective view would be that it is for the experience bonuses that the shorter-lived races benefit from – from Observations on the Gods and their Champions, secret text of Dagzid, Brotherhood scholar. 
 
      
 
    Kyran was whisked off again. He was back at the entrance chamber. This time only the Overseer and himself were present. “Are you ready spirit?” asked the Overseer. He said no more and waited patiently for Kyran’s response. Kyran gathered his thoughts and attempted to sort through the disparate and seemingly nonsensical information that he had been presented with since falling over the bridge. 
 
    One: As fantastical and unbelievable as it sounded, he had not died from his fall off the bridge. Instead, his spirit (soul?) had been forcibly summoned to this world (Myelad?) by self-proclaimed gods. 
 
    Two: His presence was unanticipated and seemingly contravened the rules that governed here. 
 
    Three: The ‘gods’ appeared to be involved in some sort of game, bound by its rules, represented by their champions and… refereed by the Overseer? The rules were all-important and constrained even the actions of the self-proclaimed gods. 
 
    Four: The gods perceived him as a threat and were intent on destroying him. 
 
    Five: Thus far, he had been powerless, forced to silently witness events. This however, seemed like it was about to change, and he was to be given a ‘Choice’. 
 
    Kyran quietened his mind. He let go of the many regrets, questions and mysteries troubling him. Here and now, none of that mattered. He did not know enough, nor did he have any means to act other than as dictated by the Overseer. For now, at least. 
 
    Mentally prepared (for what, he had no idea), he said, “I’m ready.” The gag on his mind had been removed and his words were projected, unhindered. 
 
    “Very well, we shall begin,” replied the Overseer. His voice adopted the cadence and tone of a well-rehearsed and often delivered speech. “Welcome spirit, to the world of Myelad. You are likely in shock from your recent traumatic experiences. Listen carefully as I explain your circumstances and the choice before you.” 
 
    “The body through which you entered the Wheel of Life in this incarnation lies dead back in the world of your origin. In the moments prior to your death, your spirit was pulled from the wheel and summoned here by one of the gods.” Here the Overseer paused and stated more conversationally, “Your specific circumstances are slightly different, however more on that later.” 
 
    He resumed his speech, “In accordance with the rules governing the Gods’ Game, when a champion has perished, a god may summon a potential successor from any of the infinite worlds in the cosmos. This may only be done in the moments just prior to death.” 
 
    The Overseer paused and regarded Kyran sternly, “A god has selected you to champion its cause in the Game, the world of Myelad. However, all sentient beings have free will, and thus your consent is required. A choice now lies before you. You may, freely and of your own volition, choose to become a servant of the god in front of you (Kyran sneaked a quick peek – just in case – but no god was there) and become one of its champions on Myelad. Or, you may reject the god’s summons, with no consequences or penalties, and return to the Wheel of Life to be reincarnated as dictated by the will of the cosmos. 
 
    “If you accept the god’s summons, you will henceforth be its champion and will be granted a new avatar to house your spirit on the mortal plane of Myelad. Beware, as a champion you must pledge Undying Loyalty to your god and you will face great risk, including that of the utter destruction of your eternal spirit – whether at the hands of your god or its enemies. But with great risks, comes the opportunity for great rewards, including that of power, riches, knowledge and eternal life, all of which are boons that may be granted by your god. 
 
    “As a champion you will become a player in the game and bound to its rules, through the Vow of Binding. The vow is inviolable and breaking it, will result in your destruction.” 
 
    Here the Overseer paused and departed again from his standard spiel, “You however, were not summoned by a god. Instead you were accidently pulled along with a candidate. Nonetheless, the choice before you is similar. 
 
    “Spirit, do you choose to enter Myelad and participate in the Gods’ Game as a player and free agent, bond to its rules but beholden to no God, or do you wish to return to the wheel of life?” 
 
    Well, thought Kyran, flummoxed. It was a fantastical choice. Bizarre in the extreme. He struggled to wrap his mind around it. “And what of my life on Earth?” he asked, stalling. 
 
    “Your life there is over. Your body back on Earth lies broken and battered, dead for all intents and purposes. If you enter Myelad and earn a greater boon, you may choose if you so wish, to return to Earth, but only through a new incarnation.” 
 
    Given the time to think, Kyran slowly came to grips with the reality before him and felt a little less overwhelmed. He found other questions to ask. “What are the rules and how will I know if I am in danger of breaking them?” asked Kyran. 
 
    “As an ordinary player you are unlikely to be in a position to break the rules. However, the game itself will warn you if any of your actions threaten the rules.” 
 
    “What is a boon? How do I earn it? What is the purpose of the game? Why are the gods threatened by me?” asked Kyran. His questions spewed forth as his mind kicked into gear, seeking to plug the gaps in his understanding. 
 
    “Answers to those questions are not necessary to your choice.” 
 
    Kyran disagreed, but he had no way to force an answer from the Overseer. He reviewed what he knew. On the face of it the choice presented appeared simple enough. Retain his self and be reincarnated in the world of Myelad – thankfully without pledging loyalty to any being – or roll the dice again and let the cosmos decide his next incarnation. The vow of binding was worrisome but there did not appear any way of avoiding it, if he chose to become a player. Either way his life back on Earth was over. 
 
    However, implicit in making the choice, was acceptance of this entire surreal experience as reality and widening his worldview to encompass it. Could he accept all this as real? That gods existed and that he was being given the choice to be a player in their grand game? But was he even being given such a choice? Or was he simply being cast as another pawn in a game between immortals? And how would he even know if he was? Was a return to the wheel of life and the ignorance that came with it not preferable to this? 
 
    Kyran sighed unhappily. He detested making decisions based on incomplete information, but there was simply no way to confirm the reality of all, around him. It was simple, really. Either he trusted his senses and accepted this as real, or he continued doubting and dismissed everything as farce – in which case his choices didn’t matter. 
 
    So. Better to err on the side of caution, decided Kyran, and to treat every choice as meaningful. He did not wish to return to an existence of ignorance and endless reincarnations. He would risk being a pawn and even destruction, if it meant the chance to control his own destiny. Decided, Kyran suspended his disbelief and answered, “I choose Myelad.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    

  

 
   
    
    Avatar’s Creation 
 
      
 
    All active participants of the Gods’ Game are collectively referred to as players. There are three ranks of players – basic players (vassals, minions), advanced players (champions, free agents), and major players (gods, demi-gods). Players are distinguished from the other denizens of Myelad by the Player’s Mark. The Player’s Mark awards a being with traits that enable said being to interface directly with the Game and accumulate experience points, skills and levels. All other denizens of Myelad are passive (and unwilling) participants in the Game. – Game Definitions by legendary scholar and champion of Weeran, Jostfyler Graldvir. 
 
      
 
    Kyran was abruptly wrenched elsewhere again. This chamber was indistinguishable from the entrance hall. It had the same featureless walls, the same marble floors, and neither doors nor windows. Hmm, these gods are not much for home décor, thought Kyran, amused. The one distinct difference, was the massive holographic projection, filled with streaming mists, which floated gently in the middle of the room. “Here you will create the avatar that will house your spirit and mind on Myelad,” announced the Overseer. 
 
    Kyran and the Overseer stood before the projection. He asked hesitantly, “Do I understand correctly that we will create a body to house ‘me’?” 
 
    “Essentially yes. Now –” said the Overseer. 
 
    Kyran interrupted, “And to be clear, after this process I will still be ‘me’? I will retain all my memories?” 
 
    “You shall. Now, if we may continue?” asked the Overseer impatiently. When Kyran added nothing further, he turned back to the projection, “Before you is a manifestation of the Well of Life. Through it, you will shape the avatar that will become your physical presence on Myelad. After which, you will be incarnated within the depths of the Crota citadel – as willed by the god council – at which point your journey in the gods’ game will have truly begun. 
 
    “Choose wisely, for the choices you make here are final, cannot be undone, and may determine your fate on Myelad.” 
 
    The Overseer paused and the mists in the well parted to reveal a line of stone statues, each of which was remarkably lifelike and frozen mid-motion in combative poses. “First, determine your avatar’s race.” 
 
    Kyran looked over the statues before him. There were seven. “Are these the only races in Myelad?” 
 
    “No, these are the only races your karma gives you access to.” 
 
    “Karma?” queried Kyran. 
 
    “Karma is one of the elements that make up your spirit. It is the sum of your deeds and actions across all incarnations.” 
 
    The Overseer paused. Kyran waited for him to go on. When the Overseer added nothing further, Kyran asked, annoyed, “But why does it impact my avatar’s race?” 
 
    “That information is not necessary for your avatar’s creation, and outside the scope of information I may freely provide. Do you wish for this query to count towards one of your three questions?” 
 
    Grumbling to himself, Kyran responded, “No.” He turned back to the statues. One of the statues appeared distinctly human. When he focused on it, it floated forward while the others faded back. Information materialised above the statue. 
 
    
     Race: Human 
 
     Rarity: Common 
 
     Description: Humans are a short-lived race and the most populous inhabitants of Myelad. 
 
     Racial Traits: Inventive (All crafting skills are modified by + 15%), Short lived (Humans live their lives more rapidly than other races. All experience (XP) gains are modified by +25%). 
 
     Racial Skills: Commander, crossbows, medium armour. 
 
   
 
    Kyran started in surprise. The race information provided was startlingly akin to roleplaying games from Earth. Even the terminology was similar. 'Gods’ Game' was meant more literally than he thought. Game, it must be, if each race had such quantifiable bonuses. He ignored the resemblance for now, and asked instead, “What are skills and traits?” 
 
    “Skill is knowledge. Collectively they govern all actions – abilities and spells – that may be performed on Myelad. They are one of the most crucial aspects of the game. Your choice and use of skills will be central to determining your fate in the game. In the final step of your avatar’s creation you will choose which skills are available to you in the game. The power of your abilities and spells will be determined by your skill level, and as your skill increases, new abilities and spells will become available. 
 
    “Traits are fixed characteristics of your avatar. They are immutable, and cannot be changed. Traits passively modify your skills or grant unique benefits. In the third step of your avatar’s creation, you will be given the opportunity to select further traits, over and above the racial traits shown here.” 
 
    For long moments Kyran stood silent, deep in thought. It was not that he was struggling with the concepts explained by the Overseer. Indeed, it was just the opposite. Skills and traits were not foreign concepts to him. 
 
    From his gaming experience, he knew how they worked. In roleplaying games, you could not be a swordsman without the sword skill, or a fire mage without the fire magic skill, and how good a fire mage you were, was governed by the skill. The fire spells of a mage with a fire magic skill level of 100 was more powerful than that of a mage with 50 fire magic skill. 
 
    On the other hand, the influence of traits was subtler, but no less important. They usually modified a skill (or set of skills) and could make them incredibly powerful. A pyromancer trait that boosted the fire magic skill by 100% would make the mage with 50 fire magic just as powerful as the one with 100. Establishing synergies between skills and traits were therefore an essential part of any roleplaying game. 
 
    So, it was not the principles behind skills and traits that troubled him, he well understood them. They were a staple part of roleplaying games, and it was exactly this, that he was grappling with. It could not be coincidence that the concepts the Overseer described bore more than a passing resemblance to roleplaying games (RPGs) back on Earth. He could not suspend his scepticism any longer, this was too surreal. Am I deceiving myself? Is this a dream? Is there actually a gods’ game? Or is this all happening in my mind? He needed answers. 
 
    He decided to use one of his three allowed questions, “What is the gods’ game and why does it closely resemble roleplaying games from back on Earth?” 
 
    “This information is not necessary for your avatar’s creation. Do you wish for this query to count towards one of your three questions?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Very well,” said the Overseer, “The gods’ game is the world of Myelad, and is no game at all. In truth, it is a prison built by Eld to house the gods. But even Eld, as great as he was, could not force the other gods into a prison. So instead he resorted to trickery. He crafted the game as a lure to beguile the gods. Bored from eons of peace after the Chaos Wars, the gods were seduced by the idea of the game, where the game board was an entire world, the pieces, living beings, and most enticingly, they could contend safely against one another. 
 
    “To create the game, Eld fashioned the Rules, a complex set of game mechanics that govern the actions of all players, the primary ones being the gods themselves. A fundamental tenet of the rules is that the gods may not act directly upon the game. Instead they must act through their proxies, the champions. 
 
    “Eld convinced the gods that the only way to ensure fairness was for the gods to bind themselves to the rules for the game’s duration. No sooner had the gods done so, than Eld sprang his trap and activated the essence shield around Myelad, trapping the gods within, prisoners of their own vow and powerless to act directly to remove the shield and escape. Thus, it has been for ages. 
 
    “Completing the game is now the only hope the gods have of freeing themselves of their vow and escaping Myelad. To end the game, a god – or for that matter, any player – needs to control and hold the twelve essence wells long enough, to cast the World Spell. The world spell will grant the spellcaster mastery over the game and its rules. 
 
    The Overseer paused here as Kyran digested this. The Overseer’s response raised more questions than it answered. So, thought Kyran. Myelad was a prison and the gods, prisoners. That would make the Overseer the prison warden and would explain the earlier behaviour of the gods. But what did that make him? A fellow inmate? And who was Eld?  Why did he imprison the gods? Kyran rubbed his temples. As important as these questions were, he had to set them aside for now. He could not lose sight of his primary concern. “And the resemblance to games from Earth?” asked Kyran. 
 
    “A few decades ago one of Divine Weeran’s champions earned a greater boon, which he used to retire from the game and live out the rest of his life in the world of his birth, Earth. He then, for reasons unknown, incorporated concepts from Myelad within popular earth games. Being a former champion of Weeran – a god whose aspects include knowledge and wisdom – he well understood the underlying mechanics of Myelad and was able to closely replicate them in roleplaying games on Earth. 
 
    “In a manner similar to Earth games, players in the gods’ game accumulate experience through meaningful acts such as combat, quests and crafting. As players gain in experience, they increase in level and rank. At each new level, players are provided the opportunity to improve their skills and learn new abilities and spells. 
 
    “Beware however that despite the superficial resemblance, the world of Myelad is real, as are all entities within it. No game mechanics impede the free will or choices of any sentient on Myelad – the exception being where said beings have relinquished such choices through a vow. 
 
    “Unlike earth games, combat results are not determined by game mechanics, instead the game, uses its mechanics, to report on the results of combat. This is an important and subtle distinction, one little understood and often the downfall of many a champion. Remember, the game only gifts you knowledge. How you make use of that knowledge is entirely up to you. It is completely within the realm of possibility, for a level 10 player to defeat a level 100 one, regardless of any disparity in skill levels. Always remember, that it is the effective use of knowledge that will determine success, not knowledge itself.” 
 
    Kyran chewed on this. With respect to levelling, abilities and skill gains, the gods’ game was similar to many RPGs. He would need to gain experience points (XP) to level up, after which he would be awarded skill points (SP) to increase his skill level, and ability points (AP) to learn abilities and spells. Combat however, if he understood the Overseer correctly, did not depend on game mechanics, its outcome potentially far more variable. 
 
    But back to his original concern. So, earth RPGs were imitations of the gods’ game. It sounded plausible enough. At least no less implausible than everything else. Once again, he withheld scepticism, and accepted the reality before him. He decided to refrain from further questions as well, at least until he had seen the other aspects of the avatar creation process, and better understood how all the parts fit together. The statues stood patiently awaiting his decision. He studied each carefully. 
 
    
     Race: Elf 
 
     Rarity: Uncommon 
 
     Description: While not as populous as humans, elves are a staple part of life in Myelad and are exceptionally long lived. Their settlements are generally found within woodlands and forests. 
 
     Racial Traits: Nature’s Guardian (Beast bonding modified by + 25%), Long lived (Elves age very slowly and live sedate lives. All experience (XP) gains are modified by -25%). 
 
     Racial Skills: Nature Lore, Longbow, Longsword. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Race: Half-Elf 
 
     Rarity: Rare 
 
     Description: Half-elves are descended from both humans and elves. Due to their mixed ancestry they are generally loners and wanderers. 
 
     Racial Traits: Versatile (Receives twice as many combat abilities per level), Loner (Due to their solitary nature, half-elves make poor leaders. All leadership skills modified by -15%). 
 
     Racial Skills: Knives, Longbows, Mapping. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Race: Draconian 
 
     Rarity: Rare 
 
     Description: Draconians are mix-raced descendants of the other mortal races and dragons. They are fierce warriors and fire mages. 
 
     Racial Traits: Dragon Heritage (Due to their dragon ancestry, fire magic modified +25%), Long lived (Draconians age very slowly. All experience (XP) gains are modified by -25%). 
 
     Racial Skills: Heavy Armour, Fire Magic, Commander. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Race: Dwarf 
 
     Rarity: Uncommon 
 
     Description: Dwarves are hardy mountain folk whose kingdoms can be found in every major mountain range. 
 
     Racial Traits: Gifted Smiths (Dwarves are natural smiths, smithing modified +25%), Night Vision (From generations of living underground, dwarves have learnt to see perfectly in the dark). 
 
     Racial Skills: Smithing, Battle hammers, Heavy Armour. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Race: Half-Giant 
 
     Rarity: Rare 
 
     Description: Descended from humans and giants, half-giants are natural warriors and a commanding presence on any battlefield. 
 
     Racial Traits: Ironskin (Half-giants have toughened skin, difficult to penetrate with physical weapons. Natural armour modified by +25). 
 
     Racial Skills: Two-handed weapons, Mining. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Race: Gnome 
 
     Rarity: Uncommon 
 
     Description: Gnomes are a short-lived race known for their marvellous magical inventions. 
 
     Racial Traits: Talented Enchanters (Enchanting modified +25%), Short lived (Gnomes live their lives more rapidly than other races. All experience (XP) gains are modified by +25%). 
 
     Racial Skills: Mystical garments, Earth magic, Enchanting. 
 
   
 
    Kyran found nothing overly surprising about the statistics of the seven races. They followed the general stereotypes of roleplaying games from Earth. Though there was one bit of information that immediately drew his attention – the reference to age. “Do players in the game age naturally?” he asked. 
 
    “They do, unless the player has the ageless trait – as all champions do.” 
 
    Kyran nodded and pondered further. “Do I need to choose a race now, or can I view the other aspects of the avatar creation process first?” 
 
    The Overseer thought about this for a moment, and then consented, “You may.” The mists closed over the well and when it parted again, it revealed a statue of Kyran. “The next step is attribute redistribution. However, as a free agent, your attributes cannot be re-forged and will remain unchanged.” 
 
    What! thought Kyran, that sounds decidedly unfair. Before he could register his protest, the human Kyran statue floated forward and its attributes appeared. 
 
    
     Attributes 
 
     Attributes are a measure of your basic nature. They determine your inborn talent for wielding a particular skill and modifies it accordingly. The baseline value for an attribute is 50 (0%). 
 
       
 
     Body Attributes 
 
     Strength: 40, Weak, Skills governed by this attribute modified by -20% 
 
     Dexterity: 61, Agile, Skills governed by this attribute modified by 22% 
 
     Constitution: 50, Average, Skills governed by this attribute modified by 0% 
 
     Strength is a measure of how physically strong you are. It defines the maximum weight you may carry in your inventory and the power of your melee attacks. 
 
     Constitution is a measure of how sturdy you are. It influences your total health points (HP) and defines the size of your stamina pool (physical energy). 
 
     Dexterity is a measure of how agile you are. It defines your movement speed and the power of your ranged attacks. 
 
       
 
     Mind Attributes 
 
     Intellect: 102, Genius, Skills governed by this attribute modified by +104% 
 
     Creativity: 53, Average, Skills governed by this attribute modified by +6% 
 
     Charisma: 36, Introvert, Skills governed by this attribute modified by -28% 
 
     Intellect is a measure of your mental strength and ability to reason. It defines the power of your psionic attacks. 
 
     Creativity is a measure of your artistic abilities. It influences craftsmanship. 
 
     Charisma is a measure of your social abilities and powers of persuasion. It influences leadership and governance. 
 
       
 
     Spirit Attributes 
 
     Divine Spark: 0, Unique, Skills governed by this attribute modified by -100% 
 
     Magical Spark: 120, Savant, Skills governed by this attribute modified by +140% 
 
     Karma: Slightly Good. 
 
     Divine Spark is a measure of your faith and spirituality. It defines the power of your divine spells. 
 
     Magical Spark is a measure of your magical ability. It defines the power of your magic. 
 
     Karma is a measure of your morality and actions through all incarnations. 
 
   
 
    The Overseer explained, “There are three basic aspects to all living-" 
 
    Unable to remain silent, Kyran burst out, “Why? Why can my attributes not be redistributed?” 
 
    Unperturbed at the interruption, the Overseer explained, “Given that attributes define your basic nature, the process to change them is fraught with danger and may only be performed with a god's assistance.” The Overseer paused, and when Kyran did not immediately respond, added (unnecessarily Kyran felt), “As a free agent, you have no god.” 
 
    Kyran winced. There were some downsides to being a free agent, after all. Mutely, he nodded for the Overseer to continue. 
 
    The Overseer resumed, “There are three basic aspects to all living beings: spirit, mind and body.  
 
     “The spirit is life, that essential ingredient that provides all creatures with the spark of life. It is eternal, the core of who you are, in your various incarnations in the wheel of life, and the sum of all your actions, across all incarnations. It is composed of three distinct attributes: divine spark, magical spark and karma. A being’s spirit evolves naturally over eons and cannot be forcibly changed. 
 
    “The mind is consciousness, a being’s sense of self. For mortals, who are endlessly reincarnated in the wheel of life, the mind is reformed with each rebirth. It too is composed of three distinct attributes: creativity, intellect and charisma. Your incarnation on Myelad is not a true rebirth. By the will of the gods, your spirit has been plucked from the wheel of life and chosen as a player in their game. Hence, your mind will be imprinted, unchanged, on your avatar. 
 
    “The body is the shell in which your mind and spirit resides in your present incarnation, and is the most malleable of the three aspects. It is composed of three attributes: strength, dexterity and constitution. 
 
    “In the game, all attributes are permanent and unchanging.” 
 
    Kyran grimaced unhappily. In RPGs, attributes were usually one of two pillars on which skills rested (the other being traits), and in this respect the gods’ game appeared little different. Being unable to change his attributes meant his skill choices would be hampered. To maximise the strength of his skills, he would have to restrict his choice of skills to those governed by his better attributes. Studying his attributes, Kyran winced again. Most were less than stellar. But it was not all doom and gloom. Two attributes in particular, intellect and magic spark, appeared quite exceptional. He would build his skills around these. 
 
    Looking through his attributes again, he asked, curious, “My magical spark attribute is quite high. Is this because I lack any divine spark?” 
 
    “Perhaps. There is no direct correlation between the two, but the cosmos strives for balance in all thing. So possibly, it is it's way of compensating you.” 
 
    Kyran digested this and waded through the rest of the information. A new thought occurred to him. He said, slowly articulating his thoughts as he spoke, “From your earlier conversation with goddess Iyra, it appeared that she was unaware of my divine spark level. I assume this means that she and the other gods are equally unaware of my other attributes. Does this mean that the gods cannot perceive another being’s attributes? But if that is the case, how do they select their champions?” 
 
    “This information is not necessary for your avatar’s creation. Do you wish for this query to count as your second question?” 
 
    “No,” said Kyran, waving aside the Overseer’s query. While he was curious, the information was not crucial. However, he would make sure to keep it in mind. With his attributes hidden, he might yet surprise the gods. 
 
    Seeing that Kyran had no further questions, the Overseer went on. Gesturing towards the well, he said, “Your attributes define the total energy available to you.” A new window opened in the well, this one showing Kyran’s basic avatar profile. 
 
    
     Profile (Basic) 
 
     Name: Kyran Seversan 
 
     Race: undefined 
 
       
 
     Effective Player Level: 1 
 
     There are two types of player levels, combat and civilian. Your effective player level is the higher of these two. 
 
       
 
     Combat Level: 1 (0 / 2000 XP) 
 
     Civilian Level: 1 (0 / 2000 XP) 
 
     Your combat level is a measure of your overall combat strength. It is increased by accumulating combat experience points (XP). This is primarily achieved through kills in battle. 
 
     Your civilian level is a measure of your competence in non-combat activities such as crafting, gathering, exploration, etc... It is increased by accumulating civilian experience points (XP). This is primarily achieved through the use of civilian abilities. 
 
       
 
     Health: 10 / 10 Health Points (HP) 
 
     Stamina: 500 / 500  
 
     Will: 1020 / 1020  
 
     Essence: 1200 / 1200 
 
     Health is a reflection of your remaining health or the amount of damage you can sustain. It is primarily determined by your player level and further influenced by the attribute: Constitution. 
 
     Stamina is the energy you have available to perform physical actions. It is equal to 10 x Constitution. 
 
     Will is the energy you have available to perform mental/psi actions. It is equal to 10 x (highest mind attribute). 
 
     Essence is the energy you have available to cast spells. It is equal to 10 x (the higher of divine or magic spark). 
 
       
 
     Defences: 
 
     Your defence is a measure of your ability to avoid hostile actions. Defence is primarily determined by your player level and is modified further by worn equipment, and the applicable armour skills. 
 
       
 
     Physical Defence: 1. 
 
     Psi Defence: 1. 
 
     Spell Defence: 1. 
 
   
 
    As Kyran studied the profile sheet, the Overseer continued, “Each aspect, mind, body and spirit generates its own form of energy. Stamina (physical energy) is generated by the body. Will (psi energy) springs from the mind and essence (spiritual energy) is derived from the spirit. 
 
    “All actions, be they basic actions, such as the thrust of a sword or abilities – special actions – are performed using one of the three forms of energies: stamina, will or essence. For players in the gods’ game, the cost of these actions is quantified and explicitly defined. 
 
    “Defences represents your ability to avoid attacks. There are three forms of defences, physical, psi and spell.  Each is a measure of your ability to negate hostile actions of the same energy type. Your defences will scale with your effective player level as you progress in the game.” 
 
    “In the game, every sentient being has two associated levels: a combat and civilian one. The combat level is a measure of a being’s combat effectiveness. Likewise, the civilian level is a measure of a being’s competence in non-combative activities such as crafting, exploration and leadership. Each is levelled independently, and your effective level is the higher of the two.” 
 
    The avatar creation process was complex, and he could not help but wonder how champions managed to navigate it. He asked, “Do all champions go through this process? Surely many do not have the knowledge necessary, to wisely choose between the options presented?” 
 
    “All champions go through this process, however, their gods usually guide their choices.” 
 
    “Of course, they do,” murmured Kyran, unconvinced, “but guide or dictate?” 
 
    The Overseer did not offer a response, but instead stared steadily back at Kyran. 
 
    “Never mind. I can guess,” said Kyran. Whatever the situation with the champions, without a guide, he was quite fortunate to have the necessary background to understand the choices presented. Or… was it more than fortune? The string of circumstances that led him, to both being here and possessing the knowledge to understand Myelad’s game mechanics… well, to the say the least, it was extremely unlikely.  
 
    He had only been twelve when old man Jonas, who, at wits end on how to keep a young rapscallion out of mischief, had sat him down at the wreck of his ancient computer, and sternly tasked his younger self with fixing it. Kyran remembered that day vividly. It had been the second turning point in his life, and the day his lifelong passion for computer gaming had begun. What, he wondered would the old man make out of all this? Likely he would tell him to stop daydreaming and get back to work. He would miss the old man. Wistfully, he pushed back his memories and returned to the present. 
 
    The majority of the concepts presented were familiar to Kyran. The only twist was the use of two player levels. He wondered how it would impact the game mechanics. Though for now, he felt he could safely ignore it. “Can I please view the next aspect of my avatar’s creation.” 
 
    The mists rolled over and parted again. This time when it cleared it was filled with long lines of text. “Next determine your avatar’s traits. 
 
    “In addition to the racial traits shown earlier, there are four other trait categories: player, champion, god-given and class traits. Class traits are not available at this time, and will be unlocked during your time on Myelad. Player traits are automatically awarded to all players. Likewise, all champions inherit the champion traits. Each god can also gift its champions with two god-given traits, these being traits unique to champions of that god. As a free agent, you do not qualify for the champion traits, nor do you have a god to gift you its traits. 
 
    “However, the rules stipulate that all new players must enter the game on an equal footing and the god council has allowed me discretion in this matter. It is my ruling, that as a free agent, you may select any four god-given traits to provide you with the same benefits as champions.” 
 
    Kyran inspected the champion and player traits. 
 
    
      Player Traits 
 
     Player's Mark: Identifies the being as a player in the game allowing the accumulation of experience, levels, skills, traits and abilities though actions and deeds performed on Myelad. 
 
     Vow of Binding: Binds a player in the gods’ game to its rules. 
 
     Player’s Interface: Provides the player with access to a mental interface for management of skills, traits, attributes, quests, etc… 
 
     Commander Interface: Provides the player with access to a mental interface to observe and command battle groups. 
 
     Player’s Map: Provides the player with access to a mental construct that shows all areas in the world of Myelad that the player has knowledge of. 
 
     Inventory: Provides the player access to an extra-dimensional space to store items. Only the player may access this inventory. 
 
     Insightful: This ability allows the caster to perceive the characteristics of items and creatures. Warning: This ability does not work on advanced and major players (champions, demi-gods, and gods). 
 
     More skills: Allows the player to convert ability points (AP) into skill points (SP) of the same category. 1 AP yields 2 SP. 
 
     Multi-lingual: Grants the player knowledge of all common languages on Myelad. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Champion Traits 
 
     Divine Sense: Within their detection range (governed by the champion's divine spark), the champion is able to sense all players. This applies even if the champion does not have direct line of sight to the players. 
 
     Pledge of Undying Loyalty: The Pledge grants the god to which it is made, the champion’s complete loyalty. A champion attempting to break the pledge risks destruction of its eternal spirit. The pledge also allows the champion to channel divine essence directly from its god (this is in addition to the champion’s own internal store of essence). The amount of essence that a champion may channel from its God is governed by the champion's divine spark. The pledge may only be severed through death or a boon. While pledged the champion will not age, nor suffer any ill effects from the ravages of time (ageless). The pledge further allows the champion to communicate directly and at all times with its god. 
 
   
 
    The champion traits were quite powerful and explained why Zarayla would not accept him without the pledge. Being able to channel power directly from a god should make a champion immensely powerful, while the enforced loyalty would ensure the god’s control over its champions. Thinking further on it, it was obvious that the Gods would favour high divine spark for their champions. To confirm his suspicions Kyran asked, “Do the Gods select their champions primarily based on their divine spark ability?” 
 
    The Overseer stared at Kyran and contemplated whether the rules allowed him to answer. Eventually he said, “That is correct.” 
 
    Kyran nodded thoughtfully, and went back to studying the list of god-given traits from which he could pick. The list was quite comprehensive and a few immediately drew his attention, but for now was content that he understood their benefits. He would study them later in greater detail. He was ready to view the next step of the avatar creation process. “Can I please view the next aspect.” 
 
    A new list appeared in the mists, this time one that was quite short. “Finally, choose your skills.” 
 
    
     Available Combat Skill Trees 
 
     Divine: (not available due to lack of divine spark): Unlocks skills and abilities from the divine skill tree. It is the primary skill tree of champions. Governed primarily by divine spark. 
 
     Magic: Unlocks skills and abilities from the magic skill tree. This is the skill tree of magic users. Governed primarily by magic spark. 
 
     Psi: Unlocks will based skills, attacks and abilities. This is the skill tree of psionics. Governed primarily by intellect. 
 
     Close Combat: Unlocks melee combat abilities. This is the skill tree of warriors. Governed primarily by strength. 
 
     Ranged Combat: Unlocks ranged combat abilities. This is the skill tree of archers. Governed primarily by dexterity. 
 
     Devious: Unlocks physical combat abilities that rely on deception and misdirection. This is the skill tree of assassins. Governed primarily by dexterity. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Available Civilian Skill Trees 
 
     Crafting: Unlocks skills and abilities for crafting. It is the skill tree to create non-magical items. Governed primarily by creativity. 
 
     Enchanting: Unlocks skills and abilities to create items powered by stored essence. This is the skill tree to create magical items. Governed primarily by creativity, magic spark, divine spark. 
 
     Exploration: Unlocks skills and abilities for exploration and survival. This is the skill tree of explorers. Governed primarily by dexterity. 
 
     Knowledge: Unlocks skills and abilities for storage and dissemination of knowledge. This is the skill tree of scholars. Governed primarily by intellect. 
 
     Leadership: Unlocks skills and abilities to govern and command. This is the skill tree of leaders and commanders. Governed primarily by charisma. 
 
     Gathering: Unlocks skills and abilities for the gathering of resources. This is the skill tree of miners, lumberjack, etc. Governed primarily by dexterity, strength. 
 
   
 
     “Each skill tree is a set of skills related to a focus area. You may select only three skill trees and must choose at least one in each category – combat and civilian. After which, you will be provided three skill points and one ability per chosen skill tree, to freely allocate.” 
 
    He scrutinised the list. It was not as large as he expected, and was vague on the actual skills contained. “Why can I not see the individual skills and abilities?” 
 
    “The skills will be revealed when you unlock the skill tree, and abilities, when you learn the applicable skill. Novice abilities can be seen immediately after a skill is learnt, higher ranked abilities can only be seen once their pre-requisites have been met.” 
 
    “And this is the last step of the avatar creation process?” asked Kyran, a little impatient now. 
 
    “Yes,” answered the Overseer. 
 
    Kyran gathered his thoughts, and mentally reviewed everything he had learnt so far. Potential strategies sparked in his mind, but first he needed more information. “I am ready to ask my second question now,” he said. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    

  

 
   
    
    Preparing to Enter 
 
      
 
    It has long been a source of mystery, why Eld, who himself was the creator of the Game’s creator, would establish his realm in one its remotest regions, far in the northern reaches of the world, in what would henceforth be known as the mountain kingdom of Crotana. Some speculated that Eld, fearing the wrath of his fellow Gods, choose for his kingdom an inaccessible region. Others, that it was for the precious metals mined in the depths of the Crota mountains. Yet others, that it was for the defensible essence well located therein – from The Origin of Myelad and the Gods’ Game by Silenheim Librarian, Marcos Aurclasy. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me about Crota, what is it, and why do the gods consider survival there impossible.” 
 
    The Overseer did not respond immediately. For a long moment he gazed measuringly at Kyran, who shifted uncomfortably under his penetrating stare. The silence stretched, until Kyran feared the Overseer would refuse to answer. Eventually, the Overseer replied, “Crota was the capital city of Eld’s mountain kingdom, Crotana. The mountain kingdom is in the furthest reaches of Myelad, bordered by barren mountains on one side and ancient forests on the other. Six hundred years ago, the Gods allied against Eld and set their forces to invade his realm. It was only the second time in recorded history that the Gods rallied around a common cause – this time against one of their own. 
 
    “Despite its remote location, and natural defences, Crotana was outmatched. Taking prodigious losses, the allied forces of the eleven gods marched through the ancient forests, put the city to the sword, and captured the citadel – home of Eld’s champions. With the citadel lost and facing imminent destruction, Eld’s champions, led by their king Zarr, exacted one last vengeance. 
 
    “They cursed themselves with undeath, and turned those still living into living dead, liches and vampires, and reanimated the fallen into skeletons and wraiths. The invaders, surrounded by their reanimated fallen foes, were unable to counter this new threat. They were destroyed to the last man. But not before succeeding in their task of destroying Eld’s people. 
 
    “The Gods’ alliance collapsed soon after, and Crotana was forgotten. The undead still haunt the citadel’s remains, beating back the occasional foray to claim it. Abandoned by the sentient races, the rest of Crotana was overrun by beasts from the deep forests and mountains surrounding it. Today the former mountain kingdom is considered a dangerous, untamed region, into which only the foolhardy venture. 
 
    “The player starting location in Crota is deep within the citadel itself, in what was formerly its main portal chamber. There are only two known exits from this subterranean chamber. The first leads further down, into the mines of Crota – which are infested with wild beasts and other monsters. The second leads up into the citadel – the lair of the undead. “I will update your map with the layout of the citadel prior to its destruction.” 
 
    Listening to the Overseer, resentment swelled in Kyran. As if it were not enough that he was going to be dropped in a strange world, without aid and left to fend for himself, he would also have to deal with being encircled by enemies. Trapped underground between undead and wild beasts. Just lovely, thought Kyran, darkly. However, he refused to give into despair and instead of dwelling on the bleak surroundings into which he would soon be thrust, asked his final question, “Thank you, Overseer. Now for my last question: Where on Myelad can I obtain further knowledge on the gods and the gods’ game?” 
 
    “The two foremost sources of knowledge on this topic are Eld’s library and the Great Library. Eld’s library is located in the citadel of Crota and is reputed to have escaped destruction. I have marked its location on your map.  The Great Library is in the city of Silenheim, which is a few thousand miles south-east of your starting location, I have also marked it on your map.” 
 
    Kyran absorbed this. He had used all his questions and gained what knowledge he could. He turned his focus inwards, and dissected the many pieces of information he had gathered, all with one goal in mind – surviving Crota. To survive he would need to maximise the benefits of his strongest attributes and shore up his weaknesses. His strengths were his intellect with a +104% boost to psi skills, and his magic spark with a +140% boost to magical skills. His biggest handicap was his low health. At only 10 health points (HP), surviving combat would be tricky. It was definitely to be avoided. He would need ranged psi and magic skills, and abilities that let him hide or escape combat. He would also need to consider the enemies he would likely face, and shape his avatar to counter them. Beasts and undead, he muttered absently to himself. 
 
    The glimmer of a plan took shape in his mind. He studied it from all angles. Risky, but… yes, it could work. “I am ready to create my avatar,” he said. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    The well of life returned to statues depicting the avatar races. “First determine your avatar’s race,” announced the Overseer again. 
 
    “Elven,” said Kyran immediately. In response, the elven statue floated to the fore. Above it two windows popped open. 
 
    
     Elven racial traits gained. 
 
     Racial Traits 
 
     Nature’s Guardian: Elves have an inherent affinity for nature and are thus more likely to form bonds with wild beasts. Beast bonding modified by +25%. 
 
     Long lived: Elves age very slowly and live sedate lives. All experience (XP) gains are modified by -25%. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Elven racial skills gained. 
 
     Racial Skill Tree 
 
     Base abilities are immediately acquired when a skill is unlocked. Novice abilities must be learnt by investing ability points (AP).  
 
       
 
     Longsword: Used to employ longswords in combat. 
 
     Governing Attribute: Strength. 
 
     Base Ability: None. 
 
     Novice Abilities: Disarm, Focused strike. 
 
       
 
     Longbow: Used to employ longbows in combat. 
 
     Governing Attribute: Dexterity. 
 
     Base Ability: None. 
 
     Novice Abilities: Focused shot, Long shot, Quick shot. 
 
       
 
     Nature Lore: Used to understand, nurture and benefit from nature. 
 
     Governing Attribute: Dexterity. 
 
     Base Ability: Show Plants (map). 
 
     Novice Abilities: Gather plants, Encourage growth, Harvest beast remains. 
 
   
 
    While the traits of both the half-elves and draconians had tempted him, the boost elves received to beast bonding had overridden any other concerns. It was key to his chosen strategy. The elves were also long-lived, and although he didn’t wish to live forever, he certainly wouldn’t mind living a few more years beyond the average human lifespan. The slower experience gains of the elves, he would have to manage as best he could. 
 
    “Next, determine your traits,” said the Overseer as the elven statue floated forward and his avatar data manifested about it. 
 
    The mists parted and displayed the list of god-given traits. The list was considerable and was unique for each god. Kyran surmised that the traits provided by each god were confined to its aspects. Auriel, the goddess of nature, had traits that dealt only with plants and beasts, whereas Turon, the god of war’s traits focused on combat. He realised that in this manner at least, he was better off than the champions. With the freedom to select traits from any god, he would not be restricted to any one aspect, instead he could choose the traits that best matched his attributes. Champions, with a narrow slice of the available traits, would be forced to closely follow their god’s aspects. This was something to bear in mind if he ever came across one.    
 
    Kyran reviewed the available traits carefully and made his choices. “I choose combat specialist, skilled, beast master and the magical prodigy traits.” The traits Kyran selected floated to the foreground. 
 
    “Please confirm your choice of traits.” He went over them one more time. 
 
    
     God-given Traits selected by Kyran 
 
     Combat Specialist: The player may select two additional combat skill points (SP) per level. This trait is only available to champions of Turon, God of War. 
 
     Skilled: The player may select one additional combat and civilian skill point (SP) per level. This trait is only available to champions of Weeran, God of Knowledge. 
 
     Beast Master: Beast bonding modified by + 25%. This trait is only available to champions of Auriel, Goddess of Nature. 
 
     Magical Prodigy: All magic skills modified by + 15%. This trait is only available to champions of Misteria, Goddess of Magic. 
 
   
 
    The combat specialist and skilled traits would increase the skill points he received each level, allowing him to get stronger quicker. The beast master trait, working in tandem with the elven racial trait, nature’s guardian, would effectively boost his beast bonding skill by 50%. Kyran was working on the assumption that beast bonding was similar to the taming skill found in popular earth roleplaying games. If he was able to co-opt hostile beasts as allies, his chances of survival should significantly improve. He hoped his assumptions were correct, and that he hadn’t made a horrible mistake. He shrugged off his doubts, and confirmed his choices. 
 
    “Finally, select your skills by choosing which of the three skill trees to unlock. Remember you must select at least one skill tree from each category.” 
 
    To increase his chance of survival he would need to choose the allowed maximum of two combat skill trees, and since there were only two that aligned with his attributes, it was no choice at all. Kyran selected and confirmed the psi and magic skill trees as his choices, hoping he was correct… 
 
    
     Psi Skill Tree 
 
     Beast Bonding: Used to form mental bonds with beasts. 
 
     Governing Attribute: Intellect. 
 
     Base Ability: Calm beast. 
 
     Novice Abilities: Beast Bond I, Enrage Beast, Extend Bond. 
 
       
 
     Body Control: Used to augment the player's own physical attributes. Also available in the close combat tree. 
 
     Governing Attribute: Intellect. 
 
     Base Ability: Mind over matter. 
 
     Novice Abilities: Boost Health, Boost Speed. 
 
       
 
     Light Armour: Allows light armour to be equipped and increases the effectiveness of it. Also available in the ranged and devious skill trees. 
 
     Governing Attribute: Dexterity. 
 
     Base Ability: None. 
 
     Novice Abilities: None. 
 
       
 
     Telekinesis: Used to control or move matter including living beings and inanimate objects. 
 
     Governing Attribute: Intellect. 
 
     Base Ability: Teleport self. 
 
     Novice Abilities: Teleport object, Hold. 
 
       
 
     Telepathy: Used to influence or communicate with the mind of others. 
 
     Governing Attribute: Intellect. 
 
     Base Ability: Mind Shock. 
 
     Novice Abilities: Confusion, Terrify, Sleep. 
 
       
 
     Psionics: Reduces the cost of all Psi abilities. 
 
     Governing Attribute: Intellect. 
 
     Base Ability: None. 
 
     Novice Abilities: None. 
 
       
 
     Psi Armour: Allows psi armour to be equipped and increases the effectiveness of it. Psi armour primarily provide psi defence. Also available in the ranged and devious skill trees. 
 
     Governing Attribute: Intellect. 
 
     Base Ability: None. 
 
     Novice Abilities: None. 
 
       
 
     Will Regeneration: Increases Will regeneration rate. 
 
     Governing Attribute: Intellect. 
 
     Base Ability: None. 
 
     Novice Abilities: None. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Magic Skill Tree 
 
     Air Magic: Used to cast air-based spells. 
 
     Governing Attribute: Magic Spark. 
 
     Base Ability: Blend. 
 
     Novice Abilities: Shocking hands, Blur, Truesight. 
 
       
 
     Earth Magic: Used to cast earth-based spells. 
 
     Governing Attribute: Magic Spark. 
 
     Base Ability: Barkskin. 
 
     Novice Abilities: Grasping Roots, Earth Tremor, Poison Ward. 
 
       
 
     Essence Regeneration: Increases Essence regeneration rate. Also available in the divine skill tree. 
 
     Governing Attribute: Magic/Divine Spark. 
 
     Base Ability: None. 
 
     Novice Abilities: None. 
 
       
 
     Fire Magic: Used to cast fire-based spells. 
 
     Governing Attribute: Magic Spark. 
 
     Base Ability: Flaming Hands. 
 
     Novice Abilities: Fire Shield, Fire darts. 
 
       
 
     Supportive Magic: Used to cast healing and detection spells. Also available in the divine skill tree. 
 
     Governing Attribute: Magic/Divine Spark. 
 
     Base Ability: Restore Health (Self). 
 
     Novice Abilities: Restore Health (Others), Healing Aura, Restore Mind, Detect Magic. 
 
       
 
     Wands & Staffs: Allows magical staffs and wands to be equipped and increases the effectiveness of them. Also available in the divine skill tree. 
 
     Governing Attribute: Magic/Divine Spark. 
 
     Base Ability: Ranged Magical attack. 
 
     Novice Abilities: None. 
 
       
 
     Mystical garments: Allows magical garments to be equipped and increases the effectiveness of it. Mystical garments primarily provide spell defence. Also available in the divine, devious and ranged skill trees. 
 
     Governing Attribute: Magic/Divine Spark. 
 
     Base Ability: None. 
 
     Novice Abilities: None. 
 
       
 
     Spellcasting: Reduces the cost of all essence abilities. Also available in the divine skill tree. 
 
     Governing Attribute: Magic/Divine Spark. 
 
     Base Ability: None. 
 
     Novice Abilities: None. 
 
       
 
     Water Magic: Used to cast water-based spells. 
 
     Governing Attribute: Magic Spark. 
 
     Base Ability: Water Armour. 
 
     Novice Abilities: Freezing Hands, Slippery Ice, Ice Wall. 
 
   
 
    He breathed a sigh of relief when he saw that the psi skill tree contained the beast bonding skill. From the skill name, Kyran had reasoned that the beast bonding ability would probably use either essence or will as its source of energy to create the ‘bond’ and that the skill would therefore be in either the magic or psi skill tree. It had been a minor gamble to select the traits without confirmation that he would have access to the skill, however it seemed to have paid off. Now all that’s left, is to hope that there really are beasts in Crota. 
 
    He perused the other information shown. “What is the difference between the base and novice abilities?” 
 
    “The base abilities cost 0 ability points (AP) and are learnt with the skill. The novice abilities cost 1 AP and must be unlocked using your ability points. Higher ranked abilities, which are still unrevealed, cost more still.” 
 
    Kyran nodded and turned his attention to the list of civilian skill trees. He was in two minds as to which skill tree to unlock. He had shortlisted exploration and leadership. Exploration would probably increase his odds of surviving assuming he kept a low profile and did not attract attention. But if he wanted to accomplish more than mere survival, he would need others, and here leadership was likely to offer the most benefits, even with the penalties from his low charisma. So, did he want only to survive, or did he hope for more, including perhaps… winning the game?  Mere survival is not enough, he decided. He selected and confirmed the leadership skill tree. 
 
    
     Leadership Skill Tree 
 
     Commander: Used to increase the capability of the player to command its vassals and minions. This skill is not available to basic players. 
 
     Governing Attribute: Charisma. 
 
     Base Ability: Inspiring. 
 
     Novice Abilities: Share sight, Drain Minion Health. 
 
       
 
     Feudal Lord: Increases the number of minions and vassals a player may bind directly. This skill is not available to basic players. 
 
     Governing Attribute: Charisma. 
 
     Base Ability: None. 
 
     Novice Abilities: None. 
 
       
 
     Governor: Used to increase the capability of the player to administrate and govern. 
 
     Governing Attribute: Charisma. 
 
     Base Ability: Divine Truth. 
 
     Novice Abilities: Basic Torture, Interrogate, Drain Minion Will. 
 
       
 
     Mage Lord: Used to increase the capability of the player to command its spellcasting vassals and minions. This skill is not available to basic players. 
 
     Governing Attribute: Magic/Divine Spark. 
 
     Base Ability: Channel Essence. 
 
     Novice Abilities: Channel novice spells, Drain Minion Essence. 
 
       
 
     Scrying: Used to observe distant locations. Also available in the exploration skill tree. 
 
     Governing Attribute: Charisma. 
 
     Base Ability: Show Hostiles (map). 
 
     Novice Abilities: Basic Scrying, Detect Scrying. 
 
       
 
     Travelling: Used to transport the player and others between locations. Also available in the exploration skill tree. 
 
     Governing Attribute: Charisma. 
 
     Base Ability: Show Portals (map). 
 
     Novice Abilities: Travel (self), Teleport Barrier. 
 
   
 
    “Your choice of psi, magic and leadership skill trees is confirmed. You many now choose your combat skills.” The well floated the list of available skills gently to the fore. 
 
    
     Combat Skills (9 SP available) 
 
     Available Combat SP per level = 6 from 2 combat skill trees + 2 from combat specialist trait + 1 from skilled trait.  
 
     Effective Skill = The base value of a skills modified by its governing attribute and applicable traits. 
 
     Maximum base skill = Capped at your combat level. 
 
       
 
     Psi Skills: 
 
     Beast Bonding: 0 
 
     Body Control: 0 
 
     Psionics: 0 
 
     Psi Armour: 0 
 
     Telekinesis: 0 
 
     Telepathy: 0 
 
     Will Regen.: 0 
 
     Light Armour: 0 
 
       
 
     Magic Skills: 
 
     Air Magic: 0 
 
     Earth Magic: 0 
 
     Essence Regen.: 0 
 
     Fire Magic: 0 
 
     Supportive Magic: 0 
 
     Wands & Staffs: 0 
 
     Mystical garments: 0 
 
     Spellcasting: 0 
 
     Water Magic: 0 
 
       
 
     Racial Skills: 
 
     Longbow: 0 
 
     Longsword: 0 
 
   
 
    “You will be granted nine combat skill points (SP) each time you advance your combat level. You may now choose your first nine combat skills. Your base skill level cannot exceed your player level, therefore, as a level one combatant and civilian you may only allocate one skill point per skill.” 
 
    Damn, thought Kyran. He had planned on maximising his base beast bonding skill. Now that was not possible. He would have to distribute his skill points more evenly. After studying the available skills, he unlocked an array of psi and magic, defensive and offensive skills. With his attribute and trait bonuses, they would be his most effective skills. 
 
    
     Combat skills selected by Kyran 
 
     Psi Skills: 
 
     Beast Bonding: 2.5 (1 base) 
 
     Body Control: 2.0 (1 base) 
 
     Telekinesis: 2 (1 base) 
 
     Light Armour: 1.2 (1 base) 
 
       
 
     Magic Skills: 
 
     Air Magic: 2.6 (1 base) 
 
     Earth Magic: 2.6 (1 base) 
 
     Fire Magic: 2.6 (1 base) 
 
     Supportive Magic: 2.6 (1 base) 
 
     Water Magic: 2.6 (1 base) 
 
   
 
    “Next choose your combat abilities. You may choose two at every level.”  
 
    
     Available Combat Abilities (2 AP available) 
 
     Available Combat AP per level = 2 from 2combat skill trees. 
 
       
 
     Beast Bonding: Enrage Beast, Extend Bond, Beast Bond. 
 
     Body Control: Boost Health, Boost Speed. 
 
     Telekinesis: Teleport object, Hold. 
 
     Telepathy: Confusion, Terrify, Sleep. (Locked, skill of 1 required). 
 
     Air Magic: Shocking Hands, Blur, Truesight. 
 
     Earth Magic: Grasping Roots, Earth Tremor, Poison Ward. 
 
     Fire Magic: Fire Darts, Fire Shield. 
 
     Supportive Magic: Restore Health (Others), Healing Aura, Restore Mind, Detect Magic. 
 
     Water Magic: Freezing Hands, Ice Wall. 
 
     Longbow: Focused shot, Long shot, Quick shot. (Locked, skill of 1 required). 
 
     Longsword: Disarm, Focused strike. (Locked, skill of 1 required). 
 
   
 
    He noted that not all skills had associated abilities, however considering the few ability points he had available, that was all to the good. He did not have to ponder long on his choices of abilities. Beast bonding was a must, his whole strategy for early game survival being based around it. His second ability was also decided by necessity, considering his starting location was in the subterranean tunnels of an abandoned city, he needed an ability that allowed him to see in the dark. 
 
    “I choose beast bonding and truesight.” With his words, the list in the well transformed again, and displayed his known combat abilities. 
 
    
     Beast Bond I ability learnt! 
 
     Truesight ability learnt! 
 
     Combat abilities learnt by Kyran 
 
     Novice: 
 
     Beast Bond I: Establish a fleeting beast bond with targeted beast (Novice). 
 
     Truesight: Enables the caster to see in all light conditions and pierce illusions (Novice). 
 
       
 
     Base: 
 
     Calm beast: Calms beasts within the targeted area (Base). 
 
     Mind over matter: Increases all body attributes of the caster (Base). 
 
     Teleport (self): Teleports the caster to another location in his direct line of sight (Base). 
 
     Blend: Camouflages the caster into his surroundings (Base). 
 
     Barkskin: Fortifies the caster’s skin giving him natural armour (Base). 
 
     Flaming Hands: Causes the caster’s touch to inflict magical flame damage (Base). 
 
     Restore Health (Self): Restores the caster’s lost health (Base). 
 
     Water Armour: Creates a protective layer of water around the caster that replaces equipped armour (Base). 
 
   
 
    The base abilities were a varied mix of buffs and utility spells, which also appeared quite useful. 
 
     “Next, choose your civilian skills.”  
 
    
     Civilian Skills (4 SP available) 
 
     Available Civilian SP per level = 3 from 1 civilian skill tree + 1 from skilled trait.  
 
     Maximum base skill = Capped at your civilian level. 
 
       
 
     Leadership Skills: 
 
     Commander: 0 
 
     Feudal Lord: 0 
 
     Governor: 0 
 
     Scrying: 0 
 
     Travelling: 0 
 
     Mage Lord: 0 
 
       
 
     Racial Skills: 
 
     Nature Lore: 0 
 
   
 
    He scrutinised the available civilian skills. Other than travelling and scrying, none of the other skills seemed like they would have any immediate use, so beyond those two, his choice of other civilian skills was somewhat random. 
 
    
     Civilian skills selected by Kyran 
 
     Leadership Skills: 
 
     Commander: 0.7 (1 base) 
 
     Scrying: 0.7 (1 base) 
 
     Travelling: 0.7 (1 base) 
 
     Mage Lord: 2.4 (1 base) 
 
   
 
    “Next choose your civilian abilities. You may choose one only.”  
 
    
     Available Civilian Abilities (1 AP available) 
 
     Available Civilian AP per level = 1 from 1 civilian skill tree. 
 
       
 
     Commander: Share sight, Drain Minion Health. 
 
     Governor: Basic Torture, Interrogate, Drain Minion Will. (Locked, skill of 1 required). 
 
     Mage Lord: Channel novice spells, Drain Minion Essence. 
 
     Scrying: Basic Scrying, Detect Scrying. 
 
     Travelling: Travel (self), Teleport Barrier. 
 
     Nature Lore: Show Plants (map), Gather plants, Encourage growth, Harvest beast remains. (Locked, skill of 1 required). 
 
   
 
    He decided on basic scrying, it should provide him with a means of safely scouting before venturing into dangerous territory.  
 
    The mists closed over, and parted for a final time to display his known combat abilities. 
 
    
     Basic scrying ability learnt! 
 
     Civilian abilities learnt by Kyran 
 
     Novice: 
 
     Basic Scrying: Allows the caster to view a distant area. (Novice). 
 
       
 
     Base: 
 
     Inspiring: Increase the regeneration rates of all minions and vassals (Base). 
 
     Channel Essence: Allows the caster to channel essence to minions and vassals (Base). 
 
     Show Hostiles (map): Shows the movements of nearby hostiles on the player’s map (Base). 
 
     Show Portals (map): Shows nearby portals on the player’s map (Base). 
 
   
 
    The Overseer pronounced, “Player, your avatar has been created. Are you ready to enter Crota?” 
 
    Something else occurred to Kyran, “Wait, don’t I get to select any equipment and what happens if I die?” 
 
    “No, all players enter with the same basic equipment.” After a pause, the Overseer continued, “And death is final, unless you are resurrected by a master level divine spell.” He then repeated, “Player, your avatar has been created, are you ready to enter Crota?” 
 
    Feeling more than a little nervous Kyran answered with trepidation, “I am.” As he uttered these words, the well morphed into a spinning vortex of energy, beckoning him forth. 
 
    “Then, step forward spirit and be reborn in your chosen avatar.” 
 
    Kyran floated forward. He had made his choices, there was no going back now. He approached the vortex, and let it pull him, unresistingly, within its depths. As his awareness faded, Kyran heard the Overseer whisper, “Good luck spirit, may Eld watch over you.” 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    He spiralled downwards into the well’s endless depth, sucked deep into the vortex. Weight descended upon him, clothing his spirit in flesh once more. Consciousness resettled, finding a new home. Connections reformed and snapped into place. Arms and limbs jerked spastically, as control was established. Physical sensations returned and pain erupted. New formed eyes were shocked blind by madly swirling lights and virgin limbs were battered by the raging maelstrom. His weightless spiral morphed into an uncontrolled tumble and his new-born self was flung heedlessly about. And just as it became unbearable, he was spat out, born anew. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Yddreinth raised his head, forked tongue darting out. He tasted something different in world tonight. He reached out with his senses, searching for the source. Further and further he reached, and eventually in distant Crota… of course. It would be Crota, he thought, amused. It seemed that Eld was not done and had yet a few more cards to play. 
 
    His allies, he knew, would be interested in these developments. He gathered his essence, and burst a message into the ether, setting events into motion. Satisfied, he returned to his slumber, resting his massive head on his clawed feet again. He would keep an eye on proceedings and see how this latest gambit of Eld’s played out… 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    
    Kyran's Profile on Entering Crota 
 
      
 
    
     Profile (Expanded) 
 
     Name: Kyran Seversan 
 
     Race: Elf 
 
     Combat Level: 1 (0 / 2000) 
 
     Civilian Level: 1 (0 / 2000) 
 
     Health: 10 / 10 
 
     Stamina: 500 / 500 
 
     Will:  1020 / 1020 
 
     Essence: 1200 / 1200 
 
       
 
     Defences 
 
     Physical Defence: 1 
 
     Psi Defence:  1 
 
     Spell Defence: 1 
 
       
 
     Body Attributes 
 
     Strength: 40 (-20%) 
 
     Dexterity: 61 (+22%) 
 
     Constitution: 50 (0%) 
 
       
 
     Mind Attributes 
 
     Intellect: 102 (+104%) 
 
     Creativity: 53 (+6%) 
 
     Charisma: 36 (-28%) 
 
       
 
     Spirit Attributes 
 
     Divine: 0 (-100%) 
 
     Magic: 120 (+140%) 
 
     Karma: Slightly Good. 
 
       
 
     Traits 
 
     Nature’s Guardian: Beast bonding modified by + 25%. 
 
     Long lived: All experience (XP) gains are modified by -25%. 
 
     Player's Mark: Identifies the being as a player in the Game. 
 
     Vow of Binding: Binds a player in the Gods’ Game to the Rules. 
 
     Player’s Interface: Mental interface for management of player information. 
 
     Commander Interface: Mental interface to observe and command battle groups. 
 
     Player’s Map: Player’s Map that shows all areas in the world. 
 
     Inventory: Access to an extra-dimensional space to store a player's items. 
 
     Insightful: Gain insights into an item or creature’s characteristics. 
 
     More skills: Convert ability points (AP) into skill points (SP). 
 
     Multi-lingual: Knowledge of all common languages. 
 
     Combat Specialist: Select two additional combat skill point per level. 
 
     Skilled: Select one additional skill point per level. 
 
     Beast Master: Beast bonding modified by + 25%. 
 
     Magical Prodigy: All magic skills modified by + 15%. 
 
       
 
     Combat Skills 
 
     Beast Bonding: 2.5 (1 base) 
 
     Body Control: 2.0 (1 base) 
 
     Light Armour: 1.2 (1 base) 
 
     Psionics: 0 
 
     Psi Armour: 0 
 
     Telekinesis: 2 (1 base) 
 
     Telepathy: 0 
 
     Will Regen.: 0 
 
     Air Magic: 2.6 (1 base) 
 
     Earth Magic: 2.6 (1 base) 
 
     Essence Regen.: 0 
 
     Fire Magic: 2.6 (1 base) 
 
     Supportive Magic: 2.6 (1 base) 
 
     Wands & Staffs: 0 
 
     Mystical garments: 0 
 
     Spellcasting: 0 
 
     Water Magic: 2.6 (1 base) 
 
     Longbow: 0 
 
     Longsword: 0 
 
       
 
     Civilian Skills 
 
     Commander: 0.7 (1 base) 
 
     Feudal Lord: 0 
 
     Governor: 0 
 
     Mage Lord: 2.4 (1 base) 
 
     Scrying: 0.7 (1 base) 
 
     Travelling: 0.7 (1 base) 
 
     Nature Lore (Racial): 0 
 
       
 
     Vassals & Minions 
 
     Maximum allowed: 0 (1 base) 
 
     (Determined by effective level and feudal lord skill and modified further by the attribute: Charisma). 
 
       
 
     Combat Abilities 
 
     Novice: 
 
     Beast Bond I: Establish a fleeting beast bond with targeted beast (Novice). 
 
     Truesight: Enables the caster to see in all light conditions and pierce illusions (Novice). 
 
       
 
     Base: 
 
     Calm beast: Calms beasts within the targeted area (Base). 
 
     Mind over matter: Increases all body attributes of the caster (Base). 
 
     Teleport (self): Teleports the caster to another location in his direct line of sight (Base). 
 
     Blend: Camouflages the caster into his surroundings (Base). 
 
     Barkskin: Fortifies the caster’s skin giving him natural armour (Base). 
 
     Flaming Hands: Causes the caster’s touch to inflict magical flame damage (Base). 
 
     Restore Health (Self): Restores the caster’s lost health (Base). 
 
     Water Armour: Creates a protective layer of water around the caster that replaces equipped armour (Base). 
 
       
 
     Civilian Abilities 
 
     Novice: 
 
     Basic Scrying: Allows the caster to view a distant area. (Novice). 
 
       
 
     Base: 
 
     Inspiring: Increase the regeneration rates of all minions and vassals (Base). 
 
     Channel Essence: Allows the caster to channel essence to minions and vassals (Base). 
 
     Show Hostiles (map): Shows the movements of nearby hostiles on the player’s map (Base). 
 
     Show Portals (map): Shows nearby portals on the player’s map (Base). 
 
   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    
    Crota 
 
      
 
    What is Essence? This is an often-asked question. One pondered by philosophers and commoners alike. The simplest answer is that essence is a form of energy, one that springs from the spirit. Spirit at heart is synonymous with Life. All life forms; lower, higher or celestial; be they sentient or not, possess spirit and therefore generate essence. This includes every tree, plant, animal, sentient, god and demon on Myelad.  
 
    The essence produced by lower lifeforms (animals, plants, trees), which is by far the greatest percentage of essence, is normally diffused freely into the world, and is commonly referred to as natural essence. On Myelad however, this essence is trapped and channelled through the essence wells.  
 
    The essence from thinking beings is refined (how is unclear) into higher forms of essence such as divine and magical essence. The amount of essence any one sentient generates is governed by its Spark – from A Treatise on the Nature of Essence by Sorceress, Lillian Aimes. 
 
      
 
    Kyran stumbled forward. Lacking equilibrium, in a strange body, and bombarded with new sensations, he staggered about drunkenly – and fell. He caught himself on a jagged rock and pain flared in his hands. A message flashed into his mind, shouting for attention. 
 
    1 minor damage sustained, 9/10 HP remaining. 
 
    He anxiously blinked the message away, concerned less with the negligible damage to his hand, and more with the potentially fatal dangers lurking around him. Still on all four limbs, he scampered backwards, until his back encountered resistance. Tense, he scanned his surroundings for any sign of threat. His efforts yielded naught. It was pitch black and eerily silent. He strained to penetrate the darkness. To no avail. The moments ticked by, and the silence and darkness continued unabated. His fear spiked and his imagination ran wild, conjuring up phantom predators, ready to spring at the slightest provocation. Panic had almost overwhelmed him, before he remembered the truesight spell. Relief swept over him. He could banish the darkness. 
 
    Scarcely had this thought occurred to him, when knowledge of the spell filled him. He tore open magical pathways between his spirit and body and directed essence into his eyes, reforming them to penetrate darkness and illusion. The essence joyously answered his call, greeting him like a long-lost friend.  
 
    Kyran experienced a sense of déjà vu, as if this was an action, he had performed countless times prior. The sense of the essence was so familiar, that of a phantom limb, a missing part of himself, long lost, now returned. He was not sure how much credence to give these feelings. Were they true memories, or the result of his new body? Nonetheless, he revelled in the feel of the essence as he channelled and manipulated it. His vision cleared and light returned to his world. Another message flashed into his mind. 
 
    
     New ability used! 
 
     Ability: Truesight 
 
     Skill: Air magic. 
 
     Description: This spell enables the caster to see in all light conditions and pierce illusions. 
 
     Rank: Novice. 
 
     Cost: 40 Essence. 
 
     Execution time: 5 seconds. 
 
     Area of effect: Radius of 1m x skill around caster. 
 
     Duration: 10 minutes x skill. 
 
   
 
      
 
    You have cast truesight. At an effective skill level of 2.6 you have gained truesight to a range of 2.6m. Remaining duration 26 minutes. 
 
    Kyran looked around anew. He was in a lifeless chamber, filled only with old bones and crumbling mortar. His fear and tension drained away, leaving him weak with relief. His back was braced against the base of a towering oval ring. Glancing at it, he received a message. 
 
    
     Crota world portal (locked closed). 
 
     World portals are marvels of modern essence engineering that allow instantaneous transport between each other. Each world portal is powered by an essence well. This portal has been locked closed, and can no longer be used to traverse Myelad. Entry through this portal is only possible through the spirit world. 
 
   
 
    The portal was the only structure of note in his vicinity. The floor consisted of granite flagstones, many of which were upturned and broken. It was over one of these that he had tripped and cut his hand. 
 
    He looked down at his hands and felt wonder anew. He flexed and opened them. They felt completely natural, but were most definitely not the hands he remembered from back home. His new fingers were long and nimble, and narrowed gently at the tips. His skin was a rich brown colour and free of any wrinkles and blemishes. I am freshly minted he thought, fear forgotten in the excitement of his new self. 
 
    He lifted his hands to feel out his face. It was smooth to the touch, with no hint of facial hair. His eyes were round, wide and tilted upwards. His mouth and nose felt little different from that of his previous human self. His ears were long, pointed and most startling of all, moved when he flexed them. His hair, when he pulled it forwards for inspection was long, thick and forest green in colour. 
 
    He stood up cautiously. He was shorter and a bit closer to the ground than his human self. He estimated his height at just over five feet, shorter than the average human male – he had no idea how he measured up against other elves. An elf. Unbelievably, he was an elf. An elf who could cast spells. He pinched himself, to be certain he was not dreaming. This is the stuff of fantasy, marvelled Kyran. Or considering my surroundings, maybe nightmares. 
 
    He was dressed in fitted brown pants, shirt and leather shoes. He wriggled his toes within his shoes, they felt comfortable and sturdy. Standing, he saw that the debris littering the floor was mostly bleached bones, broken weapons and decayed armour. There were hundreds of skeletal remains. If the surroundings beyond were similar, then thousands must have died here. It dawned on him that he stood at the centre of some ancient battlefield. A shiver of dread ran through him. Caution reasserted itself. Wary once more, he assessed his situation. He appeared to be in no immediate danger, but from the strewn remains scattered about him, a safe haven, this was not. And I am an elf (he couldn’t help but going back to that). In whose mind, game messages popped up. So, the Overseer had spoken true; he was in Myelad and more specifically, the city of Crota. 
 
    So, what now? If what the gods had led him to believe was true, then despite any lack of immediate danger, Crota was dangerous. Dangerous enough that those omnipotent entities had sentenced him here to die. They considered his fate sealed. Unfortunately for the gods, Kyran was not going to roll over easily. He was too stubborn for that. His callous treatment at their hands had angered him. Gods, though they may be, they had not the right, not to so summarily decide his fate. He would challenge them. He would survive, if only to spite them, and then… well, then he would see… So, for now, his primary goal would be to survive. And to escape Crota. But where exactly am I? 
 
    A map unfurled in his mind. It was richly detailed and textured – and most wondrous of all, fully three dimensional. It appeared as a mental construct within his mind and incredibly, did not impede his vision. Even with his inner gaze focused on the map, he remained peripherally aware of what was occurring in front of him. On the map, his position was shown as a solid blue dot, surrounded by a brightened area that corresponded to the range of his truesight. Outside of this circle, the map was greyed out, but still showed the floor plan of the buildings surrounding him. He realised it was the map of the citadel provided by the Overseer. 
 
    Player’s Map: The Player’s Map is a virtual representation of all areas and locations known to the player. The player’s surroundings (area within his direct line of sight) are shown in real-time. Other known areas are shown as last seen by the player. Unknown areas (areas not discovered by the player) are not shown. 
 
    According to the map, he was in a large room with two exits. His current location was labelled ‘The Portal Room’. One exit was to the east, and through a narrow corridor, led to a small room labelled, ‘Citadel Guardroom 5’. Beyond this was an endless maze of rooms and corridors. The other exit was to the west, and through a similar corridor led to the ‘Mine Guardroom’. Beyond this point the map was blank. Kyran supposed that this was because he didn’t have any knowledge, direct or otherwise, of that area. 
 
    After further deliberation he cast show hostiles. Knowledge again unfolded in his mind, and he instinctively understood how to cast the spell. He channelled his essence outwards and created a bubble of awareness around him, which he linked to the construct of the player’s map. 
 
    
     New ability used! 
 
     Ability: Show hostiles 
 
     Skill: Scrying. 
 
     Description: This ability reveals the location of nearby creatures on the player’s map. Creatures that are hostile to the caster are shown in red. Neutral creatures are shown in grey and allied creatures in green. Note, only the default state of a creature’s race is shown. This is based on the race’s affinity and alignment parameters. Individual creatures may deviate from this norm based on their particular views and experiences. Warning: creatures that are hidden or protected from scrying are not revealed. 
 
     Rank: Base. 
 
     Cost: 80 Essence per hour. 
 
     Execution time: Instantaneous. 
 
     Area of effect: Radius of 20m x skill around caster. 
 
     Duration: Infinite (activated ability). 
 
   
 
      
 
    You have cast show hostiles. At an effective skill of 0.7, this spell reveals hostiles in a radius of 14m around the caster (75 XP gained: 75/2000 Civilian XP). 
 
    He reviewed the map again. His circle of awareness on the map had expanded significantly, but other than that, there was no change. Hopefully this means that there are no hostiles in my immediate vicinity, he thought. 
 
    Further experimentation revealed, that with mental commands alone, he could freely zoom in or out, and scroll through the map. Navigating through the map revealed that the portal room was deep underground, located in the lowest level of the Crota citadel. Above this, were five more levels of subterranean rooms and corridors before reaching the ground floor. 
 
    Knowing where he was made Kyran feel better, a little less lost. Buoyed with this knowledge, he examined his surroundings in earnest. The room was roughly twenty metres on all sides, and but for the portal and debris on the floor, was empty. He walked up to the portal and inspected it closely. It was constructed from an unknown metal and covered in arcane runes and precious gems, none of which he had the means to pry off. He wondered if his inventory contained anything that might help. 
 
    At this thought, another player interface opened in his mind, one that that showed the contents of his inventory. It was empty. 
 
    
     Inventory 
 
     Storage Capacity: 0/200 kg. 
 
     Contents: Empty. 
 
     The inventory is an extra-dimensional space that exists outside of Myelad. It is accessible only by the player, and is used to store items, weapons, armour and other inanimate objects. On death, all contents of a player’s inventory are dropped. The storage capacity of your inventory is solely determined by the attribute: Strength. 
 
   
 
    The player interfaces are astonishing, he thought. They activated seamlessly, at thought alone, and did not hamper any of his other faculties. He continued his examination of the portal. He walked through it, but felt nothing unusual. It did not give off any vibrations, or show signs of mystical energy, least none that he could sense. Curious, he applied the insightful ability to the portal. 
 
    
     New ability used! 
 
     Ability: Insightful 
 
     Skill: Not applicable (player ability). 
 
     Description: This ability allows the player to perceive the characteristics (attributes, skills, traits, abilities, defences, etc…) of items and creatures. When applied to items this ability works in conjunction with the player’s skills (the degree of information perceived is determined by the relevant skill). When applied to creatures, the information perceived is determined only by the player’s level. This ability is always successful. Warning: This ability does not work on advanced and major players (champions, demi-gods, and gods). 
 
     Cost: Special ability that requires no energy. 
 
     Execution time: Instantaneous. 
 
   
 
    With his mind, he reached out and mentally probed and analysed the portal. This however returned the same message he had received previously. 
 
    A World Portal (locked closed). 
 
    He wondered at this. How was the portal locked? And more importantly how could it be unlocked? In the room itself, there was no obvious means to do so. Perhaps, the answer lay elsewhere in the citadel. He would keep an eye out. Or perhaps, the answer lay with the mysterious essence well, the portal’s power source. Where, and what was it? He had no means of divining these answers, but he would note them, and perhaps, if the opportunity presented itself, he could find a way to unlock the portal and circumvent the dangers of Crota. He doubted however, that escape would be that simple. 
 
    He returned to his inspection of the portal. He focused on the individual gems, and applied insight to each. 
 
    
     Found: Precious gems (4 x large diamond, 8 x large sapphire, 8 x large emerald, 5 x large ruby). 
 
     Type: Item. 
 
     Weight: 0 kg. 
 
     Rank: Rare (An item’s rank is an indication of its scarcity). 
 
     Special Properties: May store essence. 
 
     Description: Precious gems are a valuable commodity that may also be used in magical constructs to store essence. 
 
   
 
    Satisfied, he crept to the west exit. At the exit was the rusted ruins of a heavy metal gate. The thick, reinforced bolts that held up the gate had been sheared off completely. Studying the wreckage, Kyran wondered at the force that had so completely destroyed, what, by all appearance, was a heavily fortified gate. He peered through the exit into the arrow-straight corridor leading to the mine guardroom. From the little he could see, the corridor, like the portal room was bare of any furnishing and likewise covered in debris. Next, he studied the east exit. He found it no different from the west. 
 
    Content that no threat lurked outside the portal room, he returned to his investigation of the room itself. He systematically scavenged through the debris. Many of the bones were not human and had bite marks. Kyran picked up one of the non-human skulls for closer scrutiny. He had no idea to what it race belonged, and insight failed to provide a response. 
 
    The skull was brittle with age and looked to have been here a long time. It was twice the size of a human skull and had a long, central horn above the eye sockets. The horn curved forwards gently and ended in a lethal tip. From the upper jaw, protruded two sharp fangs. It must have been menacing in life, thought Kyran. He shuddered and kept searching. After what seemed like hours (but was in reality no more than a few minutes), he finally uncovered something that triggered his insight. 
 
    
     Acquired: Rusted steel knife. 
 
     Type: Weapon (one-handed, short). 
 
     Weight: 0.3 kg. 
 
     Rank: Common. 
 
     Damage: 1-2 Piercing damage. 
 
     Condition: Brittle. 
 
     Description: A general purpose, single bladed utility knife that is commonly used for cutting or stabbing. This item is brittle and very close to breaking. You do not have the skill (one-handed weapons (short)) to wield this in combat. 
 
   
 
    Even though the knife appeared near useless, he was encouraged by his find. He kept searching. After an hour he found three more usable items. 
 
    
     Acquired: Rusted steel longsword. 
 
     Type: Weapon (one-handed, long). 
 
     Weight: 1.2 kg. 
 
     Rank: Common. 
 
     Damage: 1-2 Piercing or slashing damage. 
 
     Condition: Brittle. 
 
     Description: A longsword is a straight, double edged bladed weapon that may be wielded with either one or two hands. This item is rusted and close to breaking. You need a skill of at least one in longswords or one-handed weapons (long) to wield this in combat. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Acquired: Rusted darksteel chainmail vest. 
 
     Type: Medium armour. 
 
     Weight: 7 kg. 
 
     Rank: Common. 
 
     Armour: 5 armour. 
 
     Condition: Brittle. 
 
     Description: A chainmail vest is chest armour made from interlocking metal rings woven into a fine mesh. Darksteel is a rare alloy of iron that is superior to normal steel in terms of durability and hardness. It is named for its distinctive dark greyish colour. This item is brittle and very close to breaking. You do not have the skill (medium armour) to wear this. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Acquired: Chitin helm. 
 
     Type: Light armour. 
 
     Weight: 0.5 kg. 
 
     Rank: Common. 
 
     Armour: 2 armour. 
 
     Condition: Good. 
 
     Description: A helm is protective headgear made from metal or leather. This helm is open faced and made from chitin. Chitin is an extremely durable substance created from the carapace of insectoid creatures. You may equip this. 
 
   
 
    Well, Kyran thought, pleased that he had discovered something of value, one piece of armour is better than none. He turned the chitin helm over in his hands, studying it closing. It was made of a glossy black substance, insect carapaces according the game messages, and was untouched by age. He placed it over his head, gathering and pulling his long green hair out the back. It fit snuggly.  
 
    You have equipped a chitin helm (light armour). Your total armour has increased from 0 to 2. 
 
    He willed his inventory to open. Nothing happened. Puzzled, he tried willing the scavenged items from the floor into his inventory. A message appeared in his mind. 
 
    You must be in contact with an item to store it in your inventory. 
 
    He tried again, this time placing his hand on the chainmail vest. The item disappeared from his hand. 
 
    Item (chainmail vest) stored in your inventory. 
 
    He repeated the process with the longsword. It too disappeared. Curious, touched his hand to the helm on his head, and willed it into his inventory. Nothing happened. He unequipped it, held it in his hand and repeated the process, this time it was successfully stored. 
 
    It appeared that an item needed to be unequipped and in hand, before it could be stored. Taking the experiment further, he willed the helm to be directly equipped from his inventory, and predictably received a message. 
 
    Items stored in the inventory cannot be directly equipped. Items called from the inventory will appear in your hands. 
 
    His inventory experiments completed, he re-equipped the helm. With knife in hand, he walked to the portal and attempted to pry out the gems. They would come in handy later. He managed to retrieve eight of the gems, the rest resisted his best efforts. He stowed them away. 
 
    
     Inventory 
 
     Storage Capacity: 8.5/200 kg. 
 
     Contents: 
 
     Rusted steel longsword (1.2 kg). 
 
     Rusted darksteel chainmail vest (7 kg). 
 
     Rusted steel knife (0.3 kg). 
 
     Precious gems (2 x diamond, 3 x sapphire, 1 x emerald, 2 x ruby) (0 kg). 
 
   
 
    That done, he sat back down and pondered his situation. He had plundered what he could from the room. It was time to move on. He was in a subterranean room which, while it had been a safe haven thus far, contained no food and water. At the thought of food, he felt the first stirrings of hunger. He wondered what time it was and how long he had been in this world. He promptly received a response. 
 
    The date is 01 Jul 2603 AB, and the time 13:50. 
 
    Good to know, thought Kyran. There were two exits leading from the room – beyond which he did not know what lay. The east exit led to the citadel, which according to the Overseer was occupied by undead. The west, led to the mines, which were infested with beasts and monsters. However, he had no confirmation of either fact, nor had his brief look out of each exit revealed much. So step one, was to gather more information. 
 
    He checked his map again, and verified the absence of hostiles in his vicinity. Content that he remained safe, he closed his eyes and scryed the rooms at the end of both exits. 
 
    With his eyes closed, he carefully gathered his consciousness, and gently separated it from his mind. Making sure his consciousness remained tethered to his body, he projected it forward, using the player’s map to navigate to the targeted area. With his consciousness hovering over the citadel guardroom, he channelled essence from his spirit and revealed a small area in the middle of the room. 
 
    
     New ability used! 
 
     Ability: Basic scrying 
 
     Skill: Scrying. 
 
     Description: This spell reveals a distant area to the caster. The spell is cancelled if hostiles enters the presence of the caster. Warning: hidden or concealed hostiles are not shown in the revealed area. 
 
     Rank: Novice. 
 
     Cost: 40 Essence. 
 
     Execution time: 60 seconds. 
 
     Area of effect: Radius of 1m x skill around target. 
 
     Range: Maximum distance of 100m x skill. 
 
     Duration: 10 seconds x skill. 
 
   
 
      
 
    You have cast basic scrying. At an effective skill of 0.7, this spell reveals an area of radius 0.7m. The area will remain revealed for 7 seconds (75 XP gained: 150/2000 Civilian XP). 
 
    His consciousness returned to his body and he ‘saw’ the revealed area as if it was directly within his line of sight. Over the next seven seconds, he studied the area closely. The mine guardroom was in a similar condition to the portal room, lifeless and barren. He repeated the scrying, moving the focal point to another area of the room, with much the same result. He repeated this again and again, until… he saw two bleached human skeletons, standing upright, and inhumanly still. 
 
    He inspected the skeletons intently. Each held a two-handed axe in its grasp. Their bones were bare of flesh, or any form of clothing. Their hollow eye sockets did not suggest an animating presence. Nor was he able to discern any external force, which could be keeping them upright. He tried using insight and received a message. 
 
    This ability cannot be used with basic scrying. 
 
    He maintained his observation until the spell lapsed, the skeletons held their unnaturally still poise throughout. Even without positive confirmation to the fact, Kyran was willing to bet that those were no ordinary skeletons, but part of the undead menace haunting the citadel. 
 
    He recast basic scrying multiple times, and eventually uncovered the entire room. He found four more skeletons, all of which were equipped with axes. He paused for breath and reviewed the game messages. 
 
    You have cast basic scrying 10 times (750 XP gained: 825/2000 Civilian XP). Summary Cost: 400 Essence. 
 
    400 essence, thought Kyran, troubled. The scrying cost was high, it had used a significant portion of his essence pool. Concerned, he called up his essence status for review. 
 
    
     Essence Overview 
 
     Remaining Essence: 630/1200 
 
     Maintenance Essence Rate: 80 essence/hour (show hostiles) 
 
     Effective Regen. Rate: -44 essence/hour 
 
   
 
    Kyran was dumbfounded. He had already used half his essence pool and he hadn’t even seen combat yet! Even worse, was the essence regenerate rate. He deactivated show hostiles and checked his regeneration. Even with show hostiles deactivated, it would take more than 15 hours for his essence to regenerate completely! The regeneration rate was so slow, he could effectively consider it zero, at least until he rested and recovered.  
 
    From here on, he needed to be circumspect with his essence expenditure. He considered whether he should scry the other guardroom. Yes, he decided. Information was vital, but this time, he would be more conservative, and limit his scrying to no more than three attempts. 
 
    On his first attempt, he focused his scrying in the middle of the room. Not finding anything, he tried the far-left corner. Fortune smiled upon him. He found a lone creature scuttling about. Observing it, Kyran immediately thought, Cockroach, it’s a giant roach. The creature – roach – was built low to the ground and lumbered about on six spindly legs. Two long feelers curled forward over the top of its head and weaved before it in a searching pattern. It had no eyes that Kyran could see. Over its abdomen was a massive, stone shell, almost turtle-like. So, not quite a roach then, he thought, but some strange turtle-roach hybrid. The scrying spell ended and the area faded from his mind. 
 
    It could be a beast, couldn’t it, he thought, but is it alone? And could he bond it. He didn’t have many choices though. Hunger and thirst were settling in. He needed to move on from the portal room. It was either the giant turtle-roach, or the undead skeletons. He made his choice and prepared for battle. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    High above, in darkness, the Lich King, Zarr Dwamenkor stirred. Something had awoken him. His eyes fluttered open, and swept penetratingly over the throne room. Empty. The disturbance was elsewhere then. He reached forth with his senses, and searched for the source. He detected the faint remnants of a portal opening. Alarmed, he queried the essence well. It remained sealed. Reassured, he returned his focus to the world portal. He traced the magical signature of the opening back to… the spirit world. Had the Gods sent another champion? What had made them attempt such foolishness again – after all this time? But no… he did not detect any source of divine essence within the citadel, or its environs. 
 
    Perturbed, he intensified his search, but try as he might, he could find no source of divine essence. He kept on a while longer, but uncovered nothing. Defeated, his spark of interest extinguished. As if sensing his weakness, the siren call of sleep intensified. Half-heartedly, he fought it, but the blessed nothingness of sleep called too strongly to his troubled soul. Gradually, he slipped back into slumber, wondering as to the source of the disturbance… 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    

  

 
   
    
    First Encounters 
 
      
 
    Psionics and Magic. This is a fondly contested subject of scholars of these two schools. Which is better? What is each? And are they not actually the same? Over time, multiple theories and explanations have been spawned to address these questions, and more. This much however, is undisputed, and accepted fact: Psionics is of the mind. It draws from the reserves of mental energy (will), and can only act directly upon the mind. By indirect action it can also affect the body and environment. Magic is of both the spirit and the world, and may draw from both. Magic can act directly upon mind, body or world. For this reason, it is the more versatile and favoured of the two disciplines –Sorceress, Lillian Aimes. 
 
      
 
    Kyran prepared for battle. Considering his lack of gear, this primarily consisted of testing his spells and abilities, and casting his buffs. First, he practiced the teleport (self) ability, to understand its mechanics. He willed his body to dissociate, and propelled it forward through space to the target location, where he coalesced back into being. 
 
    
     New ability used! 
 
     Ability: Teleport (self) 
 
     Skill: Telekinesis. 
 
     Description: This ability teleports the caster to a distant location. Warning: the caster must have direct line of sight to the desired location. 
 
     Rank: Base. 
 
     Cost: 40 Will. 
 
     Execution time: 5 seconds. 
 
     Range: Maximum teleport distance of 1m x skill. 
 
   
 
      
 
    You have cast teleport (self). At an effective skill of 2.0 you teleported 2m. 
 
    The psi abilities were different from spells. They used psionic pathways between his mind and body, instead of magical pathways from his spirit, and they drew from his will and not essence. The instinctive understanding and knowledge of the ability however was the same. At two metres, the teleport spell wasn’t much of an escape option, but could still be the difference between life and death. 
 
    He then activated mind over matter. He willed psi energy from his mind into his body, and created an unbroken circuit of flowing psi through all his extremities. It flowed through his muscle, bone, and skin, strengthening, hardening and toughening. 
 
    
     New ability used! 
 
     Ability: Mind over matter 
 
     Skill: Body control. 
 
     Description: This ability draws on the power of the mind to strengthen the body, increasing all body attributes of the caster. 
 
     Rank: Base. 
 
     Cost: 80 Will per hour. 
 
     Execution time: Instantaneous. 
 
     Buff: All body attributes (strength, constitution and dexterity) increased by 1 x skill (may be applied to self only). 
 
     Duration: Infinite (activated ability). 
 
   
 
      
 
    You have activated mind over matter. At an effective skill of 2.0 it has increased all body attributes by 2. 
 
    Upon this, he stacked barkskin. He summoned his essence forth, and pushed it into his skin, mutating it to a bark-like substance with higher resistance to physical damage. 
 
    
     New ability used! 
 
     Ability: Barkskin 
 
     Skill: Earth magic. 
 
     Description: This spell fortifies the caster’s skin giving him natural armour. 
 
     Rank: Base. 
 
     Cost: 40 Essence. 
 
     Execution time: 5 seconds. 
 
     Buff: Natural armour increased by 0.5 x skill (may be applied to self only). 
 
     Duration: 10 seconds x skill. 
 
   
 
      
 
    You have cast barkskin. At an effective skill of 2.6 you have gained +1.3 natural armour. Remaining duration 26 seconds. 
 
    He followed this with water armour. This time, he used his essence to crystallize water droplets from the surroundings, into a thin layer of ice that encased his body, from head to toe, increasing his protection from physical damage. 
 
    
     New ability used! 
 
     Ability: Water armour 
 
     Skill: Water magic. 
 
     Description: This spell creates a protective layer of physical armour that replaces equipped armour and increases resistance against water-based spells. Warning: the water armour does not stack with equipped armour (the higher of the two armour values is used). 
 
     Rank: Base. 
 
     Cost: 40 Essence. 
 
     Execution time: 5 seconds. 
 
     Buff: Physical armour increased by 0.5 x skill and water resistance by 0.5% x skill (may be applied to self only). 
 
     Duration: 10 seconds x skill. 
 
   
 
      
 
    You have cast water armour. At an effective skill of 2.6 you have gained +1.3 physical armour and +1.3% water resistance. Remaining duration 26 seconds. 
 
    Lastly, he cast blend, manipulating his essence into a shroud that concealed his body, blending it within his surroundings. 
 
    
     New ability used! 
 
     Ability: Blend 
 
     Skill: Air magic. 
 
     Description: This spell camouflages the caster into his surroundings. It is disabled by any hostile actions taken by the caster. The effectiveness of this spell is influenced by the prevailing conditions of the surrounding environment. 
 
     Rank: Base. 
 
     Cost: 40 Essence. 
 
     Execution time: 5 seconds. 
 
     Buff: Applies stealth status (may be applied to self only). 
 
     Duration: 10 minutes x skill. 
 
   
 
      
 
    You have cast blend. At an effective skill of 2.6, this spell only works when in complete darkness. Based on your current location, you are invisible. Remaining duration 26 minutes. 
 
    With the buffs cast, he felt a perceptible improvement to his strength, dexterity and overall health. He mentally called up his profile and reviewed his status. 
 
    
     Profile (Summary) 
 
     Name: Kyran Seversan 
 
     Race: Elf 
 
     Level: 1 / 1 
 
     Health: 10 / 10 (base 10) 
 
     Attack (Physical/ Psi/ Spell): 0 / 0 / 2.6 (fire) 
 
     Defences (Physical/ Psi/ Spell): 1.0 (base 1) / 1 / 1 
 
     Shield strength: 0 / 0 
 
       
 
     Stamina: 480/500 
 
     Will: 980/1020 
 
     Essence: 470/1200 
 
       
 
     Active Effects: 
 
     Mind over Matter (+2.0 to each body attribute). 
 
     Water Armour (+1.3 physical armour), 24 seconds remaining. 
 
     Barkskin (+1.3 Natural Armour), 17 seconds remaining. 
 
     Blend (invisible), 26 minutes remaining. 
 
     Truesight (2.6m), 26 minutes remaining. 
 
   
 
    He was disappointed by the excessively short duration of the water armour and barkskin spells. At his current skill level, they were worthless as pre-combat buffs. He supposed, that as the skill levelled up, their effectiveness would increase. 
 
    He checked himself one last time. Good, he had not forgotten anything. He was unhappily aware, that this would be his first battle – ever. One that he was woefully unprepared for. The forthcoming battle both excited and terrified him. On the one hand, he was green, untried, a rookie. Thrust into a situation beyond his means, and while Kyran trusted in his abilities, he was not so foolish to believe ability alone, ample substitute for experience. So yes, he was terrified. On the other hand, despite stern self-admonishment, he could not help, but feel, a boyish sense of wonder at the thought of going into battle. As much as he tried to suppress it, his sense of excitement and adventure grew as the forthcoming battle approached. Bouncing between terrified and excited is not the way to enter battle, he silently reproached himself. 
 
    He tried to settle his jangling nerves. Failing, he accepted the inevitability, and crept towards the mine guardroom in worried anticipation. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Kyran stood at the west exit of the portal room and peered around the edge, into the corridor. It was still clear. He cautiously entered the corridor. Gong! A mental bell range loudly in Kyran’s mind. Already on edge, he startled in fear, and shrieked, most unbecomingly. Not exactly the behaviour of a budding warrior. He recovered quickly, and peered down the corridor anxiously. His lapse had drawn no reaction. In embarrassed relief, he turned his attention to the game messages flashing in his mind. 
 
    
     You have been tasked with the following quests: 
 
     Quest 1: The journey to becoming great. 
 
     Objective: Start your journey to becoming a major player of the game. Reach level 10. 
 
     Rank: Common (A quest’s rank is an indication of its uniqueness. Invariably a quest’s difficulty scales with its uniqueness). 
 
     Reward: 2 skill points. 
 
       
 
     Quest 2: Escape! 
 
     Objective: Escape from the subterranean world of Crota and reach the surface. There are two possible avenues of escape. The first, the most straightforward – and dangerous – is through the citadel. The second, less direct and risky, is through the underground mines and the abandoned dwarven quarter of the city. 
 
     Rank: Uncommon. 
 
     Reward: 2 ability points. 
 
       
 
     Quest 3: Be not a pawn. 
 
     Objective: Understand the Game better. Find a source of information on the game, and better grasp its mechanics, its players and rules. The two pre-eminent sources of knowledge on the Game are Eld’s Library in Crota and the Great Library in the city of Silenheim. 
 
     Rank: Rare. 
 
     Reward: 10,000 XP or a rare item of your choice. 
 
       
 
     Quest 4: Find Eld. 
 
     Objective: Find Eld. 
 
     Rank: Mythic. 
 
     Reward: Unknown. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     A new message received has been received. 
 
     New Message from the Overseer: 
 
     To Kyran Seversan, 
 
       
 
     As a free agent, your quests are not sponsored by any God, but by myself, custodian of the Game. Review your quests, and fulfil them or not as you choose, but beware that while you yourself may be hidden from the sight of the Gods, the completion of quests is announced to all the major players. 
 
       
 
     Signed, 
 
     The Overseer. 
 
   
 
    He scowled unhappily. This is just great, he thought. If he somehow managed to escape Crota, it would not be the end of his troubles. The gods would be informed, and he would again have a target on his back. As for the fourth quest, it was maddeningly vague, and disturbing in its implications. Wasn’t Eld dead? According to the Overseer’s story, Eld and his champions had been defeated six hundred years ago. Why was he now being asked to find Eld? What game was the Overseer playing at? Vexed as he was, puzzling over the quests would have to wait. Right now, he needed to focus on surviving the upcoming battle. 
 
    He dismissed the quest messages, and sneaked down the corridor. Shortly, he stood at the entrance to the mine guardroom. Like the portal room exit, the entrance to the guardroom had once been secured by a heavy iron gate. This one, was less badly damaged, and though rusted and broken, remained on its hinges. 
 
    He checked that he was still invisible. Then, hesitantly, he peeked into the guardroom. The click-clack of crunching jaws drew his attention to the far-left corner, which his limited truesight vision did not allow him to see. Instead, he used show hostiles and confirmed the presence of five hostiles in that vicinity. Aargh. So there is more than one turtle-roach, he thought, plaintively. He had hoped to find it alone, but it couldn’t be helped. He maintained his surveillance a while longer. They moved about erratically, trudging back and forth over the same ground. Unable to see them, he could not divine whatever activity they were engaged in. He ventured tentatively into the room. The creatures did not react. He crept closer. One of the creatures shuffled into view. Kyran froze. He held his breathe, balanced to flee. It loomed frighteningly before him. He had not truly appreciated its menacing demeanour when he had scryed it earlier. Standing before it, almost within touching distance, he desperately fought his rising panic, and strove not to draw its attention. Incredibly, the creature did not register his presence. 
 
    Safely hidden, he studied it, intently. The creature was elongated, with a torso twice as long as he was tall, yet only knee-high in height. At the edge of his vision, about two metres away, it moved around ponderously, weighed down by its stone shell. Its head and feelers were lowered, and probed the floor in search of... something. Projected onto his vision, slightly ahead of the creature, was a small transparent red cone. He queried it, through the game interface. 
 
    Vision Cones: When a player is hidden from a hostile's sight, a red detection cone will be superimposed on his vision to indicate danger areas in which he will be spotted. As long as the player remains outside the vision cone, he will remain undetected and hidden. 
 
    The creature’s vision cone was small and he was outside of it. Relieved, he maintained his frozen posture and probed the creature with insight. 
 
    
     Creature: Rock Beetle 
 
     Type: Beast 
 
     Rarity: Common 
 
     Level: 7 
 
     Health: 85 / 85 
 
     Attack: 6-10 (piercing) 
 
     Defences (Physical/ Psi/ Spell): 15 / 6 / 5 
 
       
 
     Special Effects: 
 
     Stone creature: Advanced earth magic spell resistance (+84%) 
 
     Rock armour: Advanced piercing and slashing attack resistance (+90%). 
 
       
 
     Description: 
 
     Rock beetles are found deep within mountains, caves and tunnels – anywhere where there is an abundance of rocks. 
 
       
 
     Beast Bonding Probability: 
 
     You have a 33% probability of forming a beast bond with it (an effective skill level of 2.5 against a rock beetle’s psi defence of 6). 
 
   
 
    So, not a turtle-roach then, but still a beast. Kyran was elated. His choices of skills and abilities had been vindicated. Unfortunately, this same sense of elation led him to act recklessly. Without further consideration, he attempted to bond the beetle. 
 
    
     New ability used! 
 
     Ability: Beast bond I 
 
     Skill: Beast bonding. 
 
     Description: This ability establishes a fleeting beast bond with targeted beast for a limited duration. 
 
     Rank: Novice. 
 
     Cost: 40 Will. 
 
     Execution time: 10 seconds. 
 
     Range: Up to the caster’s direct line of sight. 
 
     Duration: 10 minutes x skill. 
 
   
 
    He sent forth tendrils of psi energy towards the rock beetle. At the boundary of its mind, he encountered its natural defences, and sought a way in. Finding one, he slipped through, and found the correct hooks onto which to fasten the mental leash of the beast bond – only for it to slip off. 
 
    You have failed to bond a level 7 rock beetle. You have taken hostile action against the rock beetle. It is now aware of your presence. Invisibility lost. 
 
    The rebuffed bond recoiled violently back at Kyran. He reeled from the psionic backlash. The beetle turned and slowly orientated on him, while he stood unseeing, distracted by his inner turmoil. With turtle like slowness it lumbered forward. Sensing the imminent danger, Kyran came to his senses, and staggered back down the corridor, narrowly evading the angered beetle. It chittered furiously as it chased after him. The noise attracted the notice of the remaining beetles, which joined in the pursuit. Trailed by all five beetles, and still half-dazed, Kyran stumbled on, struggling to stay ahead of the beetles. Fortunately for Kyran, the beetles moved laboriously slowly. Even in his stupor, he managed to outpaced them. Halfway down the corridor he received a message. 
 
    You are no longer in the line of sight of hostiles, invisibility from blend re-established. 
 
    He kept running. Panting heavily, he reached the portal room, and paused for breath. The beetles still pursued him. Briefly, he considered running up the corridor to the other guardroom, but quickly discarded the idea – too dangerous. Instead, he ran to the far corner of the room, placed his back against the wall, huddled down and waited. Frantic clacking announced the arrival of the beetles in the room. 
 
    A few seconds later, the beetles stomped in. Kyran could not see them. He listened closely to the chittering and the scrape of their claws on the stone floors. It was alarming loud. He stilled himself and quietened his breathing. The beetles spread out and searched the room. Kyran held his breath, waiting. So far, it appeared that his invisibility was holding. He checked his blend buff, 15 minutes remaining. 
 
    He sat in tense silence for the next five minutes, and listened anxiously as the beetles lumbered around. None entered the range of his vision. Eventually, they lost interest and ambled back up the corridor. 
 
    He held his position, until his blend expired, and only relaxed when all remained quiet thereafter. That had not gone well, he admonished himself. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    In the imperial city of Bein Tor, the great cathedral bells tolled, signalling midday. Across the holy city, soldiers, artisans, scholars, mystics, beggars and nobles alike downed tools and made their way to one of the thousand temples scattered throughout the city to perform their daily devotions. In her tower at the outskirts of the Scholar’s District, Magister Elasien lifted her head at the interruption. She had been deep in thought, deciphering the Pre-Breaking manuscripts. She glanced at the essence clock. She was late – again. She was expected at the palace at half past noon, before which she still had devotions to attend. Despite her position, or because of it, she could not be seen to shirk her citizen’s duties. Hurrying, she gathered the precious manuscripts. Even within the heart of her home, behind triplicate adept wards, the manuscripts were too dangerous to leave lying around. 
 
    In the midst of securing the manuscripts, the dragon’s telepathic sending crashed into her, scattering the priceless manuscripts. Irritably, she bent down and recovered the manuscripts. She rubbed her temples and cursed Yddreinth. His mental projections had the force of a hammer, and all the subtlety of one too, she thought, exasperated. How, in all his eons, that fool of a dragon has not learnt greater finesse, is beyond me. She would be plagued by a headache for the rest of the day. 
 
    Still hoping to reach the palace in a reasonable margin of time, she skimmed the message quickly, only to stop in stunned shock, as the sense of its contents penetrated. The manuscripts, forgotten, fell from her numb hands. She pored over the message again. Yddreinth’s tidings changed everything. She sat back down, disregarding both palace meeting and devotions, and urgently penned missives to mobilise a Brotherhood expedition into Crota… 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    
    Try, Try, Try Again 
 
      
 
    Amongst champions, it is a well-honed truth that the game mechanics do not govern combat. Indeed, there are never any guarantees in combat, and veteran warriors are fond of cautionary tales of master champions being felled by lowly novices. While such is certainly possible, years of observation has shown that: In the normal course of events (with both opponents possessing the same attributes and defences), a player 10 skill levels lower than his opponent will never successfully strike (0% chance). Likewise, a player 10 skill levels higher, will always land his strikes (100% chance) and a player 20 skill levels higher, will always critically strike. 
 
    Hence, when contemplating combat, all champions should bear in mind that the combat odds change by 5% for every skill level difference. This is only a general rule and does not account for the impact of surprise attacks, vital strikes, items, defences, weakness or the number of opponents faced. Champions are cautioned, in their use of this general rule, and to, never to underestimate their opponent – Mechanics of the Game by legendary scholar and champion of Weeran, Jostfyler Graldvir. 
 
      
 
    Failure breeds success. This was a mantra, Kyran believed in, and so, he was onto attempt two. He had analysed his previous encounter with the beetles (it did not warrant being called a battle), and in hindsight, his mistakes were glaringly obvious. He had been reckless. He had not considered the odds, (that the game so graciously reported), nor the consequences of failure. He had not had any contingency plans ready, when the bonding attempt failed, nor any planned routes of retreat. Ultimately, he had been lucky, to escape that first ill-conceived venture, without even a scratch. This time he would be more careful. He would improve his beast bonding odds (33%, while not great, was still workable). He would plan for failure and secure an avenue of retreat. 
 
    Kyran returned to the mine guardroom. The rock beetles were back in their original position at the far side of the room. They had resumed their industrious grinding. He crept closer, until he reached the first beetle. Then taking pains not to fall within detection range, he patiently circled and observed them. 
 
    There were five beetles. Two were busy building a nest by piling and stacking rocks. The other three, scavenged the room. In fascination, Kyran watched the scavenging beetles break down bricks and flagstones into smaller pieces, which they then proceeded to eat and... regurgitate into the smooth rocks used for the nest building. This was the source of the grinding he had heard. 
 
    Kyran remained undetected. He stepped away and silently explored the rest of the room. Most of the guardroom’s contents had long since vanished, having succumbed to the ravages of time. Only a few metal structures persisted, the rusted weapons rack mounted on the north wall (empty of any weapons), and the two metal gates, one on either end of the room. The other furnishings had crumbed into the dust and debris. Amongst the wreckage littered about the room, Kyran spotted the remnants of chairs, tables and wooden chests. 
 
    Stifling sneezes, he searched amongst them for a safe spot. Somewhere from which he could bond the rock beetles while remaining protected from their attacks. Or some manner in which he could lure away one of the beetles without attracting the attention of the rest. Nothing. He looked about again. The entrance gate caught his attention. If he could lure one of the beetles into the corridor leading to the portal room, and close the gate behind it... He tread carefully to the gate and gently tried to pull it closed – to no effect. He pulled harder still, but the gate did not budge. Sighing, he threw all his weight behind the gate, to no avail. It was wedged fast. Well, so much for that idea. 
 
    He scanned the room for a second time. Thoughtfully, Kyran looked up at the gate again. Despite its rusted condition and obvious age, the metal gate still appeared sturdy. It will probably bear my weight, he thought. The inkling of an idea took shape in his mind. 
 
    Kyran renewed his blend, and while taking pains not to disturb the beetles, snuck about the room, collecting the scattered wooden debris. When he was done, a respectable pile of wood stood in the centre of the room. Sadly, not enough to burn the beetles, but sufficient for his intended purposes. 
 
    Phase one done, Kyran commenced phase two. He knelt before the gathered wood and took a deep calming breath. This was the riskiest part of the plan. If the beetles detected him now, he would be caught flat-footed and exposed again. Summoning his essence, he activated flaming hands. 
 
    
     New ability used! 
 
     Ability: Flaming hands 
 
     Skill: Fire magic. 
 
     Description: Causes the caster’s hands to burst into magical flames that inflict fire damage. For the duration of this spell the caster’s hands are immune to fire damage. 
 
     Rank: Base. 
 
     Cost: 80 Essence per hour. 
 
     Execution time: Instantaneous. 
 
     Range: Caster’s touch. 
 
     Damage: Inflicts a maximum of 1 x skill of fire damage per second to the target touched. 
 
     Duration: Infinite (activated ability). 
 
   
 
    A magical circuit formed between his hands and spirit, from which essence flowed and gloved each in a fine skein of fire. His hands assumed the soft glow of a gently banked flame. Amazingly, his hands remained unaffected, with no part of the skein in actual contact with his body. 
 
    Gingerly, he touched his hands to the gathered wood. The wood pile smouldered and a small flame ignited within. Warily, Kyran glanced at the beetles. They remained unaware. Relieved, he deactivated flaming hands and retreated. When he reached the gate, he nimbly scaled it. It was sufficiently broad for him to perch on, even if, somewhat precariously. He waited. 
 
    Eventually, the wood pile ignited fully, and bathed the room in a gentle red glow, and more importantly illuminated the beetles in the far corner of the room. He could see them clearly now. 
 
    Light conditions have changed. Your skill is insufficient to maintain your invisibility in these conditions. Invisibility lost. 
 
    Kyran tensed in anticipation but the beetles still did not react, even though he was no longer hidden. Perhaps, they are blind, he thought, after all, they do live in complete darkness. He shrugged off further speculation. What mattered, was that his plan was working. He had successfully extended his line of sight, allowing him to initiate the beast bond from much further away, and safely out of the beetles’ melee range. His elevated position on the gate also added another layer of safety. The beetles were built low to the ground (about half his height), and did not appear to be built for climbing. Nonetheless, he did not intend on relying on the dubious safety of the gate. 
 
    He began the next phase of his plan. He reached out to the nearest beetle and cast beast bond, but this time failed even before finding a way through the beetle’s mental defences. 
 
    You have failed to bond a level 7 rock beetle. 
 
    Forewarned by his first failure, he rode the backlash of the second better and managed to resist being dazed. 
 
    In response to his attack, the beetles stilled, and probed the air with their feelers. Somehow, they sensed where the threat emanated from, and en masse, charged the gate. Kyran was unfazed (at least that was what he told himself). He had planned for this. He cast calm beasts. 
 
    
     New ability used! 
 
     Ability: Calm beast 
 
     Skill: Beast bonding. 
 
     Description: This ability calms beasts within the targeted area for a limited duration. The success of this ability is heavily influenced by the level of animosity the targeted creatures bear the caster (or its allies). The greater the damage previously inflicted on the creatures, by the caster (directly or indirectly), the greater the creatures’ animosity, and the lower the probability for success. 
 
     Rank: Base. 
 
     Cost: 40 Will. 
 
     Execution time: Instantaneous. 
 
     Area of effect: Radius of 1m x skill around target. 
 
     Range: Up to the caster’s direct line of sight. 
 
     Duration: 10 minutes x skill. 
 
   
 
    In an arc, his gathered will shot forward into the charging beetles, and saturated their minds with serene and tranquil thoughts. 
 
    
     You have cast calm beast. At an effective skill of 2.5, the field of effect applies to all hostile beasts in a radius of 2.5m around the target. 
 
     3 of 3 Rock beetles within area of effect calmed (88% chance of success = 33% (skill of 2.5 vs psi defence of 5) + 50% (from 0 damage previously inflicted on targeted beasts)). 
 
     Remaining duration 25 minutes. 
 
   
 
    The beetles were separated in two groups, the first of which, ground to a halt, calmed. The second, outside the calm beast spell’s area of effect, continued their ponderous charge. He focused on them and cast calm beast again. 
 
    
     You have cast calm beast. At an effective skill of 2.5, the field of effect applies to all hostile beasts in a radius of 2.5m around the target. 
 
     1 of 2 Rock beetles resisted. 
 
     1 of 2 Rock beetles calmed. 
 
   
 
    Defying the odds, one beetle managed to resist the spell’s effects. Fighting down panic, he recast calm beasts. 
 
    
     You have cast calm beast. At an effective skill of 2.5, the field of effect applies to all hostile beasts in a radius of 2.5m around the target. 
 
     1 of 1 Rock beetles calmed. 
 
   
 
    A few feet from the gate, the last beetle crashed to a halt, all interest in Kyran forgotten. He wiped dripping sweat off his face and repeated to himself, unfazed, I am unfazed. Thankfully, his theory about the beetles climbing skills had not been put to the test. 
 
    He watched the beetles amble back to their nest, before climbing down from his perch. Momentarily safe, Kyran took the opportunity to rest. He would try again once the beetles were back in their lair. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Five minutes later, Kyran began his second, no third, attempt at beast bonding. Perched on the gate again, he targeted the nearest beetle and cast beast bond. This time the tendrils of psi energy that he sent forth, effortlessly slipped through the beetle’s defences and found firm purchase onto its mind, subduing its will to Kyran's. 
 
    You have successfully bonded a level 7 rock beetle (2,205 XP gained: 2,205/2,000 combat XP). Remaining beast bond duration: 25 minutes. 
 
      
 
    You have obtained a total of 2,000 combat XP and are now level 2. 9 Combat skill points and 2 ability points gained. 
 
      
 
    Your beast bond has angered the other beasts in the vicinity. 4 Rock beetles turned hostile. 
 
    Success, finally! The psionic tether snapped into place, and through it, Kyran felt the beetle’s presence enter his mind. Its mind was strange, alien even, filled only with the primitive urgings to nest and feed. Overlaid, over this was the forced loyalty imposed by the bond. In his vision, the tamed beetled took on a greenish hue. 
 
    The other beetles reacted instantly to its change in allegiance and attacked. Heads lowered, and with front pincers raised, the wild beetles converged on the tamed. Messages flashed red through Kyran’ mind as the hapless beetle took damage. It did not however attack in return. Attack! Defend yourself, Kyran telepathically commanded. It responded immediately. An unbalanced melee ensued. In a mad scramble of flailing pincers, and waving feelers, the beetles struck at the stone armoured shells of one another. Safe on his distant perch, from the ensuing melee, Kyran took the time to study the battle, and review his battle messages. 
 
    
     Your rock beetle has hit a rock beetle for 1 piercing damage (9 piercing damage resisted by high piercing resistance). Remaining health: 84/85 HP. 
 
     A rock beetle has hit your rock beetle for 1 piercing damage (5 piercing damage resisted). Remaining health:78/85 HP. 
 
     A rock beetle has hit your rock beetle for 1 piercing damage (7 piercing damage resisted). Remaining health:77/85 HP. 
 
   
 
    Kyran deflated. Of course, it wouldn’t be that easy, he thought sourly. The beetles inflicted very minimal damage to each other. In hindsight, it was obvious that this would occur. The rock beetle’s attacks were piercing attacks, which when applied to another beetle with rock armour was all but useless. The beetles had been battling for a few minutes already, but the bonded beetle’s health was only down to 60 / 85 HP.  At this rate, the battle would be long and drawn out. 
 
    Even though the beetles were completely focused on one another, he could not risk joining the battle directly. He had no ranged attacks and would have to get within melee range to inflict any sort of damage, but a single strike from one of those pincers would likely kill him. No, far too risky.  Sighing, Kyran made himself comfortable, resigned to his role as tamer in this battle. 
 
    He selected another of the wild beetles and cast beast bond. 
 
    You have failed to bond a level 7 rock beetle. 
 
      
 
    You have failed to bond a level 7 rock beetle. 
 
      
 
    You have failed to bond a level 7 rock beetle. 
 
      
 
    You have successfully bonded a level 7 rock beetle (2,205 XP gained: 4,410/6,000 combat XP). Remaining beast bond duration: 25 minutes. 
 
    It took four attempts before he was able to bond it. Each time, the targeted beetle studiously ignored his bonding attempts, in favour of continuing its attacks on the nearby tamed beetle. Like the first beetle, when the bond formed, it ceased its current actions, and took on a greenish hue in his vision. He commanded it to join its tamed fellow in attack of their former comrades. The battle became less one-sided, although the first tamed beetle looked like it would succumb soon. Wearily, he began bonding a third beetle. This battle is much less exciting than I thought it would be, he thought morosely. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    
     Battle Log (Summary) 
 
     The battle has ended. 
 
       
 
     Combat Results 
 
     Creatures bonded: 4. 
 
     Creatures killed: 4 level 7 rock beetles. 
 
       
 
     Combat Gains 
 
     Kyran Seversan: 
 
     XP gained: 11,025 XP. 
 
     Levels gained: 2 levels (18 SP, 2 attributes, 4 AP). New combat level: Level 3. 
 
       
 
     Rock beetle: 
 
     N/A (not a player). 
 
       
 
     Party Status 
 
     Kyran Seversan: 
 
     Health: 30 / 30 
 
     Stamina: 403/500 
 
     Will:120/1020 
 
     Essence: 510/1200 
 
     Combat Level: 3(11,025/12,000), Civilian Level: 1 (975/2,000 XP). 
 
       
 
     Rock beetle: 
 
     Health: 10 / 85. 
 
     Beast bond expires in 15 minutes. 
 
   
 
    The battle’s conclusion was anti-calamitic. One hour later, four of the rock beetles were dead. The remaining one was successfully bonded and tamely wandering around the guard room. All Kyran’s joints were stiff and sore from the time spent perched on the top of the gate. Hunger and thirst were also becoming more difficult to ignore. He climbed down gingerly and stretched in relief, finally able to assume a normal posture. 
 
    Still stiff, he limped over and studied the dead rock beetles. They were as ugly in death as in life. From above, they appeared, to be completely made of rock. Kyran bent down and pried the jaws of one of the beetles mouth open. At least, the inside of its mouth was flesh. Kyran tried to turn it over. It was heavy. With much grunting and sweat he finally managed it.  Panting from the exertion, he studied the overturned beetle. The upper stone carapace was a small layer only. Its underside, and internals was flesh. Edible flesh, he hoped. His stomach growled loudly, making its desires known. The rock beetles were the only source of food that he had come across. As much as the thought nauseated him, to sustain himself, he feared he would have no choice but to consume the beetle meat. 
 
    The battle had been a success. Not only, had he found food, he had gotten stronger and gained two levels. Water is still a problem though, and one I will have to solve quickly. However overall, he was pleased. I might survive this trap yet, he thought. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Elasien carved a path through the crowds of the night market, reflecting that midnight in Bein Tor, was little different from midday. The holy city was still a hive of activity, just of a different sort. Night was the time of its nocturnal denizens. Large crowds of drow, kobolds and grimalkin filled the streets, going about their business. 
 
    With the practiced ease of a long-time inhabitant, she waded through the market crowds, ignoring the incessant cries of merchants peddling their wares, the pleas of beggars and the nimble fingers of urchins that moved quicksilver through the square, searching for easy marks. It had been a long time since she had to deal with such crowds. I should have worn my magister robes, she grumbled to herself, knowing very well that on a mission such as tonight's she would never dare to do so. She could ill afford, through any mischance, for anyone to link her actions tonight with one of the city's most prominent magisters. 
 
    She surfaced from the market square into the eerie silence of the Deeps. Darkness lay heavy on the streets, and the raucous crowds from a moment ago were startlingly absent. Even in a city as notorious as Bein Tor, the Deep District had an evil reputation. It was fastidiously avoided by its richer and more upstanding citizens. Those that chose to venture or dwell here, did so cloaked in anonymity and stealth. Not a place to be seen, by any means. She scanned the streets for any observers, then hurried to a nearly alley and cloaked herself with a greater invisibility spell. It was a spell that only master practitioners could penetrate. 
 
    Secure from scrutiny and prying eyes, she swiftly made her way to her destination, heedless of the muck and mud that spattered her boots and cloak. Deegan Jomane's home was the hidden basement of one of the many abandoned shops in the district. She reached the entrance at the end of a long, narrow alley, behind the decrepit shop, and carefully scryed her surroundings before knocking softly. Deegan was a wanted man, probably the most wanted in the city. An abundance of caution was necessary. 
 
    The door opened a sliver, revealing a dark haired young elven woman, and the glint of bared steel. Deegan’s apprentice Mirien Tolyrandil. Elasien dropped her spell and lowered the head of her cloak, revealing her features. She nodded in greeting to Mirien. 
 
    Recognizing the magister, Mirien let her in and quietly shut the door behind her. Elasien removed her cloak and looked about her. Seated at a rickety table facing the door, and holding a loaded crossbow, sat a grim looking draconian warrior. "Elasien," he growled, "Why are you here?" 
 
    "Abrupt and to the point as always, Deegan." Ignoring the crossbow, which Deegan had still not lowered, she removed her gloves and cloak. 
 
    "No games, Elasien. This is a flagrant breach of protocol. Why are you here?" demanded Deegan again. 
 
    "I know, it couldn’t be helped. It is an emergency," replied Elasien, seating herself at the table. Much to Elasien's amusement, Deegan’s apprentice slouched into watchful guard behind her. 
 
    "What?" asked Deegan, still unhappy. 
 
    "There has been a development," she paused, "in Crota." 
 
    At this, Deegan stilled, "Eld?" he whispered, "has he finally surfaced?" Absentmindedly he let the crossbow drop to the table. Mirien too, straightened up attentively. 
 
    "No, it is something else," Elasien replied, shaking her head, "but I'm sure its related. In Crota, how could it not be?" 
 
    "Just spit it out, Elasien." 
 
    "A few days ago, the world portal in Crota opened. A new player has entered Myelad." 
 
    "Deegan deflated immediately. "So?" he asked disgustedly, "What does it matter if the Gods have sent another champion to slaughter? Zarr will make short work of any fool novice sent his way." 
 
    Sombrely, Elasien shook her head, "It's not a champion." 
 
    "What?" asked Deegan, puzzled. 
 
    "It is not a champion." 
 
    "That does not make any sense." 
 
    "Exactly." 
 
    A pause. "Are you certain?" asked Deegan, contemplating the impossibility. 
 
    "The message came from Yddreinth." 
 
    "So."  
 
    Realisation dawned, "You intend on sending me to investigate." 
 
    Elasien shrugged, "Of course, who better suited." 
 
    Deegan scowled, "And my work here? You would set back the brotherhood plans for years, and for what? A goose chase? On the off-chance that some half-baked theory of a madman three centuries ago is -" 
 
    "Enough Deegan," said Elasien, steel in her voice, all affability gone. "You know very well, that Agriel was no madman, and his theories on the existence of free players, hardly ill-conceived. It may be a long shot, it may be that we grasp at straws, but it is an opportunity well worth the risk. This could leap forward our plans, centuries. We could, in our lifetimes, see the brotherhood's goals fulfilled!" 
 
    Begrudgingly, Deegan nodded, "I understand, but for all our work here to come to naught." 
 
    Genial once more, Elasien said soothingly, "I know, and I will find someone to take over, so some part at least will be salvaged." She glanced at Mirien, "Perhaps, your apprentice..." 
 
    They both turned to study the young elven warrior. Impressively, she remained impassive in the face of her superiors' scrutiny. 
 
    "No," decided Deegan, all business now, "She will come to Crota with me." At this, Mirien’s impassive demeanour cracked, and a glimmer of excitement peeked through. "What arrangements have you made?" continued Deegan. 
 
    "You will leave tomorrow through the portal to Silvermoor. Your travel permits are being arranged. From there, you will travel to the border, where Falsin's team will join you. You will retain overall command. From thereon, the course is yours to plot." 
 
    Deegan raised an eyebrow enquiringly, "Two teams? And transit via portal? Is that not risky?" 
 
    "Yes, but as I said, it is not an opportunity we can afford to miss." 
 
    Deegan nodded, "And my orders?" 
 
    "Find the player who came through the Crota portal. At all costs. If you find him amenable, recruit him to our cause. The council has granted you full authority to negotiate on its behalf." 
 
    Surprised, Deegan said, "The council? You have contacted them already." He shook his head ruefully, "But of course you have. You never did things by half measures, Elasien." Returning to the subject at hand, he asked, "And if he is not? Amenable I mean." 
 
    "Kill him." 
 
    Deegan nodded, "Very well, it will be done." 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    

  

 
   
    
    Food and Water 
 
      
 
    Players require experience points (XP) to increase their overall level and their individual skills. There are two types of XP in the Game, Combat and Civilian. Combat experience is gained primarily though kills in combat, and to a lesser extent through the completion of quests. Civilian experience is gained through single use civilian abilities of the same rank. Activated abilities (such as show hostiles) do not provide XP, beyond the first use. Only single cast civilian abilities (abilities that have an energy cost for each cast) provide repeated XP (such as basic scrying). As an example, an apprentice miner (rank 2) will not gain civilian XP mining common ore (rank 1), or by activating ore divination, but will need to mine uncommon ore (rank 2) to gain XP. 
 
    It has been observed that in order to gain enough experience points to level up, a novice warrior, requires, on average, twenty kills of the same level as himself. Likewise, a novice crafter needs craft only twenty items of equivalent level. This a general principle only, and does not account for rank, rarity or other factors. 
 
    As a player moves up in rank, the levelling cost increases substantially. For this reason, while players at the lower ranks advance rapidly, it could conceivably take a player, months to years to gain even a single level at the Master or Grandmaster rank - Mechanics of the Game by legendary scholar and champion of Weeran, Jostfyler Graldvir. 
 
      
 
    Kyran was conflicted. He had to deal with the remaining beetle, and soon. His bond with it was about to expire and it could not be allowed to wander untamed. If it turned hostile, even with his additional combat levels, he could not defeat it. As much as he disliked the notion, he could see only one viable option. He had to kill it. 
 
    He summoned the beetle, knelt down, and with some trepidation, heaved it over, onto its back.  The beetle bore this docilely enough. Yet signs of its anxiety showed, as rocking on its overturned shell, its feelers trembled, and its legs waved madly. Kyran looked down at the beetle regretfully. I have no choice, he told himself, it is too strong to kill otherwise. He thrust aside further doubts, and activating flaming hands, shoved them forcefully into the beetles exposed underbelly. 
 
    
     You have taken hostile action against your tamed beast, breaking the bond. A level 7 rock beetle is now hostile. 
 
     You have dealt a vital strike (to the belly) of a rock beetle for 85 fire damage. Remaining health: 0 / 85. Your rock beetle has been killed. No XP gained. 
 
   
 
      
 
    A vital strike is a blow to a critical area of an opponent. There is no cap to the amount of damage a vital strike may inflict. One such strike can be instantly fatal. It may also result in various crippling effects such as blindness, paralysis, lost limbs, etc. 
 
    It was over quickly. The beetle emitted one long, piercing shriek before falling silent. With heavy heart, Kyran dragged the smoking and charred remains of the beetle to its lair, and in apology for his treachery, buried it as best he could. 
 
    With that repugnant but necessary task completed, Kyran returned to work. He dragged the remaining beetle carcasses together and overturned them. Back on Earth, he had never field dressed a hunting kill. Queasily, he studied the beetle corpses, his only potential source of food on this world so far, and grimly braced himself for the gruesome task ahead. He rolled up his sleeves, and with his knife, first cut free the protective shells. The ancient knife, blunt and rusty, proved a poor tool and barely adequate for the task. Next, liberally spattered with blood and choking down bile, he identified and cut out the innards, as best he could. After removing the shell and discarding the offal, what remained, was a much smaller pile of beetle meat. 
 
    
     Acquired: Rock beetle meat (raw). 
 
     Type: Food. 
 
     Weight: 8 kg. 
 
     Special properties: Unknown. You require the Nature Lore skill to identify this. 
 
     Description: Meat harvested from a rock beetle. 
 
   
 
    He had probably wasted far more meat than he had to, due to his own ineptitude, but at this point, he couldn’t seem to care. He was salivating, just looking at the meat before him. He forced himself to patience, as he moved onto his next task, and scraped clean three of the beetle shells. He activated flaming hands and sterilised them with its cleansing fire. Ignoring his stomach’s persistent growls, he continued heating one of the shells until the surrounding air became hazy from the waves of heat emanating from it. 
 
    Pleased with his makeshift pan, Kyran slid pieces of raw beetle into the ‘pan’ and for a time, could only stare unblinkingly at the sizzling meat. He shook himself free from the hypnotic scene, to address his next concern, water. He summoned the mental construct of his skills and abilities and unlocked the slippery ice ability. 
 
    
     New ability learnt! 
 
     Ability: Slippery ice 
 
     Skill: Water magic. 
 
     Description: Creates a frozen surface at the targeted area. Warning: Only one slippery ice field may be active at a time. 
 
     Rank: Novice. 
 
     Cost: 40 Essence. 
 
     Execution time: 5 seconds. 
 
     Area of effect: Radius of 1m x skill around target. 
 
     Range: Up to the caster’s direct line of sight. 
 
     Duration: 10 seconds x skill. 
 
     Debuff: Causes all creatures in the area of effect to slip and fall. May be resisted. 
 
   
 
    Leaving the meat to cook, he walked over to the second cleansed beetle shell, and cast slippery ice into it, hoping his idea would work. He reached out with his essence, and rapidly cooled the insides of the shell, condensing the water droplets in the air to ice. 
 
    You have cast slippery ice and created an ice field within a rock beetle shell. 
 
    Eagerly, he bent over the shell, and used flaming hands to heat it until the ice melted into cool, life-giving water. It worked! Unable to still his thirst any longer, Kyran bent his mouth beneath the shell, and titling it, guzzled down the water. Crisp and refreshing, it was the sweetest water he had ever tasted. He drank until he could drink no more. 
 
    With thirst quenched, he refilled the shell and used the water to clean, scrubbing furiously at himself and his clothes until all remains from his earlier messy work disappeared. 
 
    Feeling human (or was it elven?) once more, he returned to see how the beetle meat was cooking. To his starved senses, it had a delicious aroma. Finally succumbing to his cravings, he snagged a few pieces, and without any concern for burnt fingers, gulped them down. He forced himself to pause after the first few mouthfuls. He checked the player interface for any adverse reactions or negative status effects. Nothing. That’s good enough for me, he thought, and promptly gorged on the remaining pieces. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    A little later, with full belly and thirst quenched, he finished cooking the rest of the meat and cleaned out his ‘frying pan’ and ‘water pot’. Placing his hands on them, he stored them in his inventory. 
 
    
     Acquired: Rock beetle shells x 2. 
 
     Type: Item. 
 
     Weight: 75 kg (each). 
 
     Rank: Common. 
 
     Special Properties: None. 
 
     Description: The outer, protective shell of a rock beetle. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Inventory 
 
     Storage Capacity: 166.5/200 kg. 
 
     Contents: 
 
     Cooked rock beetle meat (7 kg). 
 
     Rock beetle shells x 2 (150 kg). 
 
     Rusted longsword (1.2 kg) 
 
     Brittle darksteel chainmail vest (7 kg) 
 
     Brittle steel knife (0.3 kg) 
 
     Precious gems (2 x diamond, 3 x sapphire, 1 x emerald, 2 x ruby) (0 kg) 
 
      
 
   
 
  
 
   
 
   
    Kyran turned his focus to the next tasks necessary for his survival.  
 
    Levelling. Choosing his new abilities and which skills to improve. He had gained 2 combat levels from the encounter with the beetles; and had 18 combat skills and 4 ability points to spend, of which he had already spent one to unlock slippery ice. 
 
    He was also halfway to civilian level two. He calculated he had just enough essence to scry his way there. He decided to do this first before levelling up. He sat down and worked on his scrying, choosing random locations down the mine tunnel to scry. Shortly, he reached civilian level 2. 
 
    
     You have cast basic scrying 14 times (1050 XP gained: 2025/2000 Civilian XP). Summary Cost: 560 Essence. 
 
     You have obtained a total of 2,000 civilian XP and are now level 2. 4 Civilian skill points and 1 ability point gained. 
 
   
 
    Satisfied, he considered how to allocate his new skill and ability points. He opened up the player interface for his skills and abilities. First Kyran considered his combat skills. 
 
    
     Combat Skills (18 SP available) 
 
     Psi Skills: 
 
     Beast Bonding: 2.5 (1 base) 
 
     Body Control: 2.0 (1 base) 
 
     Light Armour: 1.2 (1 base) 
 
     Psionics: 0 
 
     Psi Armour: 0 
 
     Telekinesis: 2 (1 base) 
 
     Telepathy: 0 
 
     Will Regen.: 0 
 
       
 
     Magic Skills: 
 
     Air Magic: 2.6 (1 base) 
 
     Earth Magic: 2.6 (1 base) 
 
     Essence Regen.: 0 
 
     Fire Magic: 2.6 (1 base) 
 
     Supportive Magic: 2.6 (1 base) 
 
     Wands & Staffs: 0 
 
     Mystical garments: 0 
 
     Spellcasting: 0 
 
     Water Magic: 2.6 (1 base) 
 
       
 
     Racial Skills: 
 
     Longbow: 0 
 
     Longsword: 0 
 
   
 
    He re-invested in all the same combat skills, except for body control. 
 
    Your base skill in beast bonding, light armour, telekinesis, air magic, earth magic, fire magic, supportive magic and water magic has increased to 3 (the maximum allowable at your current level). 
 
    The pathways between his spirit, mind and body strengthened and widened allowing him to channel spells and psionic abilities more powerfully. 
 
    The remaining skill points, he used to unlock the longsword skill.  Knowledge of the way of the sword filled him. He equipped the rusted sword, and as low as his skill was, he immediately knew how to hold it correctly. He practiced a few flourishes, and marvelled at his ability to execute even such basic strokes, when but moments ago, he hadn’t even known how to hold a sword properly. The expertise had been instilled within the very fibre of his being, such that every move was performed instinctively, without hesitation or doubt. 
 
    He turned his attention to his combat abilities. 
 
    
     Available Combat Abilities (3 AP available) 
 
     Beast Bonding: Enrage Beast, Extend Bond. 
 
     Body Control: Boost Health, Boost Speed. 
 
     Telekinesis: Teleport object, Hold. 
 
     Telepathy: Confusion, Terrify, Sleep. (Locked, skill of 1 required). 
 
     Air Magic: Shocking Hands, Blur. 
 
     Earth Magic: Grasping Roots, Earth Tremor, Poison Ward. 
 
     Fire Magic: Fire Darts, Fire Shield. 
 
     Supportive Magic: Restore Health (Others), Healing Aura, Restore Mind, Detect Magic. 
 
     Water Magic: Freezing Hands, Ice Wall. 
 
     Longbow: Focused shot, Long shot, Quick shot. (Locked, skill of 1 required). 
 
     Longsword: Disarm, Focused strike. (Locked, skill of 1 required). 
 
   
 
    He had already unlocked slippery ice. He mused over his remaining choices. He desperately needed a ranged spell, a means to inflict damage from afar. Fire darts looked the most promising and he unlocked it. 
 
    
     New ability learnt! 
 
     Ability: Fire dart 
 
     Skill: Fire magic. 
 
     Description: Fires a magical fire dart at the targeted creature. 
 
     Rank: Novice. 
 
     Cost: 40 Essence. 
 
     Execution time: Instantaneous. 
 
     Range: Up to the caster’s direct line of sight. 
 
     Damage: Inflicts a maximum of 1 x skill of fire damage to the target. 
 
   
 
    He decided to bank his remaining 2 AP, at least until he better understood how to spend them. The civilian skills he pondered on for a while. 
 
    
     Civilian Skills (4 SP Available) 
 
     Leadership Skills: 
 
     Commander: 0.7 (1 base) 
 
     Feudal Lord: 0 
 
     Governor: 0 
 
     Mage Lord: 2.4 (1 base) 
 
     Scrying: 0.7 (1 base) 
 
     Travelling: 0.7 (1 base) 
 
       
 
     Racial Skills: 
 
     Nature Lore: 0 
 
   
 
    Scrying had been very useful thus far and had to be levelled. Travelling and nature lore were also likely to prove useful in the near future, commander and mage lord less so. 
 
    Your base skill in scrying, travelling and nature lore has increased to 2 (the maximum allowable at your current level). 
 
      
 
    
     New base ability unlocked! 
 
     Ability: Show plants (map) 
 
     Skill: Nature lore. 
 
     Description: Shows useful plants and ingredients of the same rank as the caster on the player’s map. 
 
     Rank: Base. 
 
     Cost: 80 Essence per hour. 
 
     Execution time: Instantaneous. 
 
     Area of effect: Radius of 20m x skill around caster. 
 
     Duration: Infinite (activated ability). 
 
   
 
    Next, he considered his civilian ability. 
 
    
     Available Civilian Abilities (1 AP available) 
 
     Commander: Share sight, Drain Minion Health. 
 
     Governor: Basic Torture, Interrogate, Drain Minion Will. (Locked, skill of 1 required). 
 
     Mage Lord: Channel novice spells, Drain Minion Essence. 
 
     Scrying: Detect Scrying. 
 
     Travelling: Travel (self), Teleport Barrier. 
 
     Nature Lore: Show Plants (map), Gather plants, Encourage growth, Harvest beast remains. (Locked, skill of 1 required). 
 
   
 
    He chose travel (self), with the hope that if he levelled the skill enough it would help him escape this subterranean world. 
 
    
     New ability learnt! 
 
     Ability: Travel (self) 
 
     Skill: Travelling. 
 
     Description: Teleports the caster to a distant location outside of his direct line of sight. Warning: Interrupting this spell can have dire consequences to the caster. 
 
     Rank: Novice. 
 
     Cost: 40 Essence. 
 
     Execution time: 5 minutes. 
 
     Range: Maximum teleport distance of 100m x skill. 
 
   
 
    His updated stats looked much improved. The regeneration rates of his energy pools remained low, but with his new store of food and secure supply of water, he was confident that with frequent rests, he could manage it. After his levelling, he checked his profile. 
 
    
     Profile (Condensed) 
 
     Name: Kyran Seversan 
 
     Race: Elf 
 
     Combat Level: 3 (11,025/ 12,000) 
 
     Civilian Level: 2 (2,025 / 4,000) 
 
     Health: 30 / 30 
 
     Stamina: 380 / 500 
 
     Will: 540 / 1020 
 
     Essence: 8 / 1200 
 
       
 
     Attacks 
 
     Physical: 1.0 (slash). 
 
     Mental: None. 
 
     Spell: 7.7 (fire). 
 
       
 
     Defences 
 
     Physical Defence: 3.1 
 
     Psi Defence:  3.0 
 
     Spell Defence: 3.0 
 
       
 
     Combat Skills 
 
     Beast Bonding: 7.6 (3 base) 
 
     Body Control: 2.0 (1 base) 
 
     Light Armour: 3.6 (3 base) 
 
     Psionics: 0 
 
     Psi Armour: 0 
 
     Telekinesis: 6.1 (3 base) 
 
     Telepathy: 0 
 
     Will Regen.: 0 
 
     Air Magic: 7.7 (3 base) 
 
     Earth Magic: 7.7 (3 base) 
 
     Essence Regen.: 0 
 
     Fire Magic: 7.7 (3 base) 
 
     Supportive Magic: 7.7 (3 base) 
 
     Wands & Staffs: 0 
 
     Mystical garments: 0 
 
     Spellcasting: 0 
 
     Water Magic: 7.7 (3 base) 
 
     Longbow (Racial): 0 
 
     Longsword (Racial): 1.6 (2 base) 
 
       
 
     Civilian Skills 
 
     Commander: 0.7 (1 base) 
 
     Feudal Lord: 0 
 
     Governor: 0 
 
     Mage Lord: 2.4 (1 base) 
 
     Scrying: 1.4 (2 base) 
 
     Travelling: 1.4 (2 base) 
 
     Nature Lore (Racial): 2.4 (2 base) 
 
       
 
     Vassals & Minions 
 
     Maximum allowed: 2 (3 base) 
 
     Current: None. 
 
       
 
     Combat Abilities (2 AP available) 
 
     Novice: 
 
     Beast Bond I. 
 
     Truesight, Fire Dart, Slippery Ice. 
 
     Base: 
 
     Calm beast, Mind over matter, Teleport (self). 
 
     Blend, Barkskin, Flaming Hands, Restore Health (Self), Water Armour. 
 
       
 
     Civilian Abilities 
 
     Novice: 
 
     Basic Scrying, Travel (self). 
 
     Base: 
 
     Inspiring, Channel Essence, Show Hostiles (map), Show Portals (map), Show Plants (map). 
 
       
 
     Equipped Items 
 
     Chitin helm (2 base armour). 
 
     Rusted longsword (1 base slash damage). 
 
   
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Kyran grew contemplative. His life on Myelad already contrasted sharply with his life back on Earth. Here he was, in only the first few hours of his new life, placing himself in mortal danger, casting spells and dressing his own kills. It was hard to believe that only a day ago, gaming and studies were the focus of his life. Right now, sitting here, he was hard put to say which of his two worlds was more 'real'. Myelad was... different. And perhaps, fate had not dealt him such a bad hand, bringing him here. 
 
    His thoughts drifted to Sara, tinged with regret. He still felt remorse at not being able to save her. He wondered what happened to her. She had obviously been Iyra's candidate. Had she chosen to become a champion? Did that make them enemies now?  
 
    He yawned. It had been a busy day, and he was too tired to think any more. He lay down on the cold stone floor of the mine guardroom and fell deeply asleep. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    
    Interlude 
 
      
 
    A champion is a summoned spirit that has chosen to enter Myelad as a player pledged to one of the Gods. The champion always acts on the behalf of, and for the benefit of its God. The Pledge guarantees it. They are the Gods’ primary game pieces in the Game, tirelessly striving to increase their deity’s dominion and power. What makes champions extremely dangerous, is their ability to directly channel their God’s essence. (Aside: there have been countless rumours, but no confirmation, that channelling divine essence induces euphoria within the wielder, on a scale beyond that of magical essence. It is thought that this addiction, explains why many champions, cannot but help constantly channelling essence.) The degree of divine essence that a champion may channel is directly related to her divine spark. For this reason, they are, without fail, beings with unusually high divine spark, and wielders of the divine magic path. It is the choice of the other two skill trees that differentiate champions from one another into paladins, inquisitors, priests, priest-kings, monks, and holy artificers – from Observations on the Gods and their Champions, secret text of Dagzid, Brotherhood scholar. 
 
      
 
    Sara stumbled forward. Before she could fall, she was caught by two waiting servitors. The world portal closed behind her. "Welcome to Durham, my lady," greeted the older of the two, bowing low. 
 
    "Thank you," stuttered Sara, still disorientated. 
 
    "Come this way my lady, your arrival has been expected. A room, bath and suitable garments await you in your suite." He held out his arm expectedly. Still befuddled, Sara took it and allowed herself to be led off. They passed through a series of gates, each guarded by smartly attired warriors who snapped to attention, at her passage. Passing servitors all bowed, as she made her way down the sumptuous corridors. They reached an elegant suite. It consisted of a large sleeping chamber, a extravagant sitting room and an unknown number of antechambers. Here the two guides passed her off to the waiting staff of personal servants. "Your servants have prepared your chambers, my lady. They will see to your needs from here on." He bowed again in farewell, "The Divine will see you when you are refreshed." 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    The gentle murmur of whispers and reverent voices filled the throne room of the Durham archbasilica. Light streamed down from the high stained-glass windows and bathed the room in a golden glow. Clerics and priests hurried to and fro though the side aisles. Bishops, cardinals and other high-ranking clerics looked down from the galleries, as they conducted the important business of the church. This was the heart of the church of Iyra, its bureaucratic machinery. The entrance to the room stood open, its golden doors flanked by elite paladin guards. The glittering throne at the end of the aisle stood empty and the room was filled with an expectant buzz. 
 
    At the tramp of marching feet, silence filtered through the room and attention focused on the approaching party. The new champion, Sara, dressed elegantly, in flowing robes and emblazoned with the golden lily of Iyra's church approached the empty throne, flanked by her honour guard of six paladins. As Sara and her guards knelt before the throne, the Goddess slowly coalesced into being. "Welcome champion," greeted Iyra. 
 
    Sara bowed and with her head touching the floor replied fervently, "Thank you Divine, I have come as you commanded, and stand ready to serve you as you desire." 
 
    "Rise daughter," said Iyra, "and be welcome in my church." She inspected Sara carefully, "Has all been to your satisfaction, daughter?" 
 
    Sara stood slowly and bowed again to Iyra, "Yes Divine, my needs have been seen to most satisfactorily." 
 
    "Excellent," replied Iyra. She gestured to one of the attending cardinals, summoning him forth. "This is Cardinal Silas Melban, a vassal of the First. He will see to your training." 
 
    The cardinal was an elderly human dressed in the same flowing robes as Sara. Despite his frail form his eyes burnt with holy fervour. He bowed in greeting to Sara, his movements smooth and controlled, "Greetings champion." 
 
    A slight frown marred Sara's visage. Puzzled, she asked, "Training, Divine?" 
 
    "Yes daughter, despite the many gifts and talents bestowed upon you as my champion, you are yet only a novice and unprepared to face my enemies and the many perils of this world. Silas will train you. He will teach you about this world, and the mechanics of the game. Most importantly, he will direct you to the skills and abilities I desire of you. Attend him carefully, for his teachings are my will." 
 
    Perturbed by this, but still agreeable, Sara acquiesced, "Of course Divine, your will is my command." 
 
    "Good," said Iyra, ignoring Sara's reticence, "but it is not for this that I have called you here today. Do you still recall the events prior to your summoning to Myelad?" 
 
    "Yes, Divine," answered Sara bewildered, "those memories remain etched in my mind." 
 
    "Excellent, tell me everything. Leave no detail out, no matter how minute. I wish to know all of it, especially of the free agent Kyran." 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Sara dodged the goblin's wild swing. Bruised, battered and on its last legs it stumbled forward again. Sara nimbly sidestepped and crashed her mace into its unarmoured face. While it still reeled, she gripped the goblin firmly with her free hand and unleashed a torrent of holy fire into his body. The goblin shrieked in agony, and dropped lifeless to the floor, tendrils of smoke escaping its burnt remains. 
 
    You have killed a level 12 goblin (6,210 XP gained: 742,002/850,000 combat XP). 
 
    This was the twentieth goblin she had killed today, and the third day of her training. The training room, spattered with blood and bodily remains, bore silent testimony to the fruits of her endeavours. She had slaughtered countless goblins, each led, one by one, to their deaths. She had come to realise that this was not so much training as experience farming. At no point in the last three days had she been in actual danger. Any wounds the goblins managed to inflict were instantly healed by the attentive healers. If she faltered or looked to be in imminent danger, the vigilant paladins intervened, and ruthlessly dispatched her opponent. She was already level 18 and close to classing. 
 
    She glanced at cardinal Silas, who looked on impassively. How much more of this did she have to go through, she wondered. 
 
    Ignoring her silent query, cardinal Silas prompted, "Ready for the next, my lady?" 
 
    Gritting her teeth, Sara resumed her battle stance and answered, "I am." 
 
    

  

 
   
    
    Into the Mines 
 
      
 
    The base regeneration rate of all energy forms (will, essence, stamina) is 3% per hour. Assuming a pool of 1000 essence, this translates to 30 essence per hour. The regeneration rate is improved by the regeneration skills. Each skill level improves the base regeneration rate by 0.24%. For example, a player with level 100 spell regeneration, will regenerate 9 x faster than the baseline, i.e. a total of 27% per hour (in the case of the player with an essence pool of 1000 this equates to 270 essences per hour). Sleeping increases the regenerate rate by a factor of 5 – Mechanics of the Game by legendary scholar and champion of Weeran, Jostfyler Graldvir. 
 
      
 
    Kyran slept fretfully, haunted by memories of his former life. He felt its loss more keenly today, conjured as they were by his dreams. He had dreamt of his adopted family. Kyran had been an orphan. His earliest memories were of living in a box, in some nameless, misbegotten alley. Life on the street had been hard, especially for a young boy with no protector. He had run wild with the other street kids and looked to be destined for a life of crime in one of the city’s many street gangs. That had all changed one fateful day. The first turning point in his life.  
 
    Jonas, whose store had been a source of sustenance for many a young street waif, had caught him stealing, of all things, apples. What, he wondered, would his life had been, if not for that irascible old man. For all his scowls and fierce looks, the old man had a heart of gold. He had taken pity on a nameless young boy, and given him a home. He missed the old man keenly. He hoped Jonas had not taken news of his death too harshly. He knew the old man would have understood his actions on the bridge, even if they had not turned out well.  
 
    Feeling his grief well up again, he pushed it back and turned his attention to the game message flashing for attention in his mind. 
 
    
     You have slept 9 hours. Will, essence and stamina completely replenished (regeneration rate x 5 during sleep). 
 
     The date is 02 Jul 2603 AB, and the time 12:05. 
 
   
 
    He was pleasantly surprised by this news. He had planned to rest and recover the whole day, this was no longer necessary. After a light breakfast (of rock beetle), he scryed the citadel guardroom to establish if aught had changed. The skeletal warriors remained in the same position. Buoyed by yesterday’s success and his restored energy pools, he felt optimistic about the day ahead, and in that vein, decided on a whim, to more fully explore the citadel. 
 
    He cast truesight and blend; and activated show hostiles. With his increased scrying level, the radius of show hostiles had doubled to thirty metres. He would maintain it while scouting the guardroom, then deactivate it thereafter to conserve essence. 
 
    He set off cautiously down the corridor, alert for any sign of enemies. As he approached the entrance to the citadel guardroom, three red dots appeared on his map. He stilled. The dots did not move. He inched forward until he reached the entrance. All six skeletal warriors were now revealed, as stationery red dots on his map. 
 
    Warily, he peered into the room. With his improved air magic skill, his truesight had increased to eight metres and allowed him to see the entire room. The skeletal warriors were in the exact same position as revealed by his original scrying. Their detection cones were much larger than the rock beetles, but standing at the door, he remained outside their range. He probed the closest with his insight. 
 
    
     Creature: Skeletal Warrior 
 
     Type: Reanimated Dead 
 
     Rarity: Common 
 
     Level: 10 
 
     Health: 120 / 120 
 
     Attack: 10-15 (slashing) 
 
     Defences (Physical/ Psi/ Spell): 12 / Invulnerable / 10 
 
       
 
     Special Effects: 
 
     Defenceless against divine (+75% holy damage). 
 
     Vulnerable to fire (+25% fire damage). 
 
     Master level piercing attack physical resistance (-75% damage) due to lack of living flesh. 
 
       
 
     Description: 
 
     Skeletal warriors are the reanimated remains of fallen warriors. They are mindless creatures that have lost all semblance of sentience and rely solely on their masters for direction. They are generally programmed with simple tasks which they fulfil unto destruction. Due to their lack of mind, skeletal warriors are immune to psionic attacks. 
 
   
 
    Six level 10 skeletal warriors against one level 3 player. Those were impossible odds, he knew. No matter how confident he felt. Ever so carefully he edged away, and made his way back to the portal room. The exit through the citadel was a dead end – for now. 
 
    With no other choice, he returned to the mine guardroom. He scavenged the room but did not find anything useful. Thereafter he made his way to the only path left open to him, the tunnel at the far end of the guardroom. Unlike the previous corridors that he had travelled, which were arrow straight and fully bricked, the mine tunnel before him was rough-hewn and curved off in the distance. The walls were bare rock, and the roof was periodically supported by wooden arches. The tunnel was wide and tall, enough so, for three humanoids to walk upright and abreast of each other. 
 
    He briefly debated scrying the tunnel before proceeding, but not having a map and noting the curved nature of the tunnel, he was just as likely to scry solid rock as he was tunnel. The essence was better spent on show hostiles. He activated it, recast blend, retrieved the longsword from his inventory and proceeded down the tunnel. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Two hours later, exhausted, Kyran paused at a convenient boulder to rest. His hike through the mine tunnels had been uneventful thus far. Tense watchfulness had quickly morphed into boredom, as mile after mile of walking revealed nothing more than the same dreary tunnels. He had long since returned the sword to his inventory. He had followed the tunnel as it curved left and right, and meandered up and down. He had no idea how far he had travelled, but had the impression that he was now much deeper in the earth. Thus far, there had been no branches in the tunnel. 
 
    Feeling better for the rest, he wearily dragged himself to his feet and continued his exploration. After another hour of endless walking, Kyran perked up. The tunnel was changing, almost imperceptibly so, broadening ever so gradually. Alert once more, Kyran slowed but kept on walking. The tunnel continued to widen, until eventually, it opened into a massive underground cavern.  Crouching at the entrance, Kyran’s truesight could not penetrate either its depths or heights. He had the feeling of standing before a large open space. The cavern appeared safe enough, with no hostiles visible on his map. 
 
    Checking that his blend was active, he equipped the longsword and advanced warily into the cavern. He had progressed no more than twenty metres, when he heard a faint skittering. He stilled. More beetles? he wondered. He checked his map, but did not detect any hostiles. Confused, but unable to spot a threat, he pressed on. Only to be interrupted by more skittering, this time much closer. He froze once again. To proceed any further would be foolhardy. Guardedly, he backed away. Best to be cautious, he thought. The skittering came again. It almost sounded as if… 
 
    Too late, he looked up. From the inky darkness sticky webs shot down, and in a matter of seconds, completely ensnared him. Before he could think to escape, he was yanked viciously upwards. The web was reeled in with bewildering speed, dragging Kyran helplessly along. His upwards fall halted abruptly, as he crashed unceremoniously into a web that was set aquiver with his arrival. Dazed, by this rapid turn of events, it was a few moments before Kyran understood his predicament. He was trapped in a massive web, attached to the cavern roof. 
 
    Comprehending the danger, he struggled to free himself, but the strands binding his arms were too tight.  His longsword was out of reach, having been dropped when he was first ensnared. He looked around frantically. 
 
    Stalking unhurriedly towards him from across the web, was a ghastly spider. It was enormous, two metres tall, and at least three meters in diameter.  Its outline shimmered in the air, and on its menacing approach, it disappeared in and out of sight. 
 
    Gazing fearfully at the looming spider, Kyran trembled uncontrollably. Weak at the knees, only the restraining webs, kept him upright. His straits were dire. Held fast within its web, he was helpless in the face of the predator before him. His hysteria threatened to bubble over, and he cackled manically to himself, not another giant insect! Valiantly, he struggled to overcome his terror. He fought down his panic, enough so, to act. Frantically, he probed the spider with his insight. 
 
    
     Creature: Shadow Spider 
 
     Type: Beast 
 
     Rarity: Rare 
 
     Level: 15 
 
     Health: 150 / 150 
 
     Attack: 8-10 (piercing) + 36 (poison damage over time) 
 
     Defences (Physical/ Psi/ Spell): 20 / 11 / 15 
 
       
 
     Special Effects: 
 
     Truesight: Enables the caster to see in all light conditions and pierce illusions. 
 
     Blend-in-shadows: Camouflages the caster into his surroundings. 
 
     Poisonous attack. 
 
       
 
     Description: 
 
     Shadow spiders are the deadly assassins of the underworld. They lurk in deep shadow and ambush their prey from above. 
 
       
 
     Beast Bonding Probability: 
 
     At an effective skill level of 7.6 against a shadow spider’s psi defence of 11 you have a 33% probability of forming a beast bond with it. 
 
   
 
    A level 15 beast, thought Kyran, both dismayed and hopeful. Its beastly nature provided a glimmer of hope. Gambling his life on this slim chance, he shook himself free of his terror and cast beast bond. His mind reached forth to the spider and feverishly sought to forge a way through its defences. And failed. 
 
    You have failed to bond a level 15 shadow spider. 
 
    The spider, sensing his mental assault, hurried towards him, skimming sure-footedly over the web. Panic stricken, Kyran attempted the bond again, thrusting forcefully into the spider’s mind. The spider, almost upon him, raised its forelegs in attack. With no way to dodge or retreat, Kyran ignored its approach and persisted with forging the bond. The spider struck. 
 
    
     You have been hit by a shadow spider for 8 piercing damage. Remaining health: 22/30 HP. 
 
     You have been poisoned (3 dmg/sec will be sustained for the next 12 seconds). 
 
   
 
    Pain rippled through his body. His back arched in agony. His focus was nearly shattered, but gritting his teeth, he persevered and maintained his concentration. He continued probing the spider’s mind. There! He found an entry point. Brutally, he plunged through and in desperation, rammed the bond in place. 
 
    
     You have successfully bonded a level 15 shadow spider (13,230 XP gained: 24,255/30,000 combat XP). Remaining beast bond duration: 76 minutes. 
 
     You have obtained a total of 12,000 combat XP and are now level 4. 9 Combat skill points and 2 ability points gained. 
 
     You have obtained a total of 20,000 combat XP and are now level 5. 9 Combat skill points and 2 ability points gained. 
 
   
 
    The spider, on the brink of its second attack, stopped in mid-motion. Bonded, it wandered tamely off. Kyran had little chance to celebrate. Spikes of pain ripped through his body from the poison. He was still in mortal danger; the spider’s initial attack could yet prove fatal. In haste, he focused his mind inwards, and pulling essence from his spirit, cast restore health upon his quivering body. 
 
    
     New ability used! 
 
     Ability: Restore health (self) 
 
     Skill: Supportive magic. 
 
     Description: Restores the caster’s lost health. 
 
     Rank: Base. 
 
     Cost: 40 Essence. 
 
     Execution time: 5 seconds. 
 
     Healing: Restores health of 1 HP x skill (may be applied to self only). 
 
   
 
      
 
    You have cast restore health (self), restoring 8 health to yourself. Remaining health: 12/30. You are still poisoned. 
 
    In a soothing wave, essence flowed gently through his tortured body, healing damaged organs and scarred tissue as it went. The poison however, was not done yet, and continued its attack on his body. Racing the effects of the poison, he drew his essence forth again and recast restore health. 
 
    You have cast restore health (self), restoring 8 health to yourself. Remaining health: 5/30. You are still poisoned. 
 
    The poison had won. His health had dropped perilously low. Delirious with pain, he slumped in defeat, unable to regain his focus to cast restore health again. 
 
    You are no longer poisoned. Remaining health: 2/30. 
 
    As he lay on the brink of death, the poison expired. Astounded at his last-minute reprieve, Kyran collapsed in quaking relief. His eyes filled with tears of both agony and joy. For long endless seconds, he lay motionless, revelling in the simple knowledge of his continued existence.  
 
    With his mind clouded from pain, he fumbled through repeated attempts to summon his essence, before eventually succeeding in casting restore health. The restorative effect of the spell washed through him, clearing his mind and cleansing his body. He restored his health fully and only then looked around. He was still firmly ensnared in the spider’s web. The spider stood docilely nearby, waiting upon his orders. Its shape and form resisted sight, the result of its blend-in-shadow ability. Standing still, it was nearly impossible to detect, even with his own truesight ability. It was only through his bond that he was aware of its presence. It had taught him a valuable lesson. The show hostiles spell was not infallible and there were creatures out there, like the shadow spider, that could resist the spell’s detection. 
 
    He focused on the beast bond and felt the spider as a quiescent presence within his mind. He commanded the spider, release me. Uncomprehending, it remained unmoving. He tried another command, move forward. Instantly, it sprang forward. Stop, he ordered. It froze. Release me, he tried again. To no effect. He examined the spider’s mind as he repeated the command. At the order, a sense of confusion emanated from it. 
 
    It appeared that such complex commands were beyond the spider’s understanding. He would have to release himself. He studied the spider’s web. It was secured to the cavern roof through several anchor points, from which it sagged gracefully down. The web itself was a fine mesh of silk strands arranged in a spiral pattern. 
 
    Dotted around the web were numerous small cocoons. Kyran wondered how many other victims the spider had lured to death. Looking at his own cocoon, he saw that it was fastened to the web by a few thick strands, and in comparison, to the others, was incomplete. He wondered if the spider would have cocooned him alive, before feeding on him. He shivered at the thought. 
 
    He tested his bonds again, this time without the panic of encroaching death. He noticed that even though his arms were bound fast, his hands retained some wriggle room. This gave him an idea. He cast flaming hands and carefully brought them in contact with the strands of web around his arms. The fire burnt easily through the webbing, and he quickly cut himself free of the enveloping cocoon. 
 
    Finally free, he perched gingerly on the web. It trembled gently with his movements. Now how to get down, he wondered. From this height his truesight could not penetrate to the floor of the cavern. He had no idea how high up he was but if he had to hazard a guess, he would say, high enough for the fall to be fatal. 
 
    He looked at the spider thoughtfully, an idea forming. He summoned it over and mentally directing it towards the floor of the cavern, commanded, shoot web. Thick, sticky strands erupted from the spider’s abdomen, and spun rapidly to the cavern floor, where they stuck fast. 
 
    Tentatively he approached the spider, from which the web stands still hung taut. Searching its abdomen, he found the spinnerets from which the webs originated. He reactivated flaming hands; burnt the strands free from the spider, and fastened them to the web itself. He tugged at the strands, making sure they were securely fastened, before climbing carefully down his makeshift rope. 
 
    A few minutes later Kyran reached the cavern floor. It had been a tortuous scramble down, one he was doing his best to forget. The spider’s web had been slippery and the entire way down he had been half-panicked, fearing that at any moment he would drop to his death, this time without a eleventh hour reprieve. 
 
    He commanded the spider down and watched with envy as it floated effortlessly down a silk thread. Observing this feat, he wondered at the tensile strength of the strands. He inspected them using his insight. 
 
    
     Found: Shadow spider silk. 
 
     Type: Crafting ingredient. 
 
     Weight: 3 kg. 
 
     Rank: Rare. 
 
     Special Properties: +10% armour and increased durability to items crafted from this material. 
 
     Condition: Excellent. 
 
     Description: Spider silk is a valuable commodity and crafting resource. Spider silk is prized throughout the world for its high tensile strength, incredible lightness and durability. It is a favoured crafting material of drow tailors and enchanters. 
 
   
 
    It seemed a useful item to have, and at the very least would make a handy rope if the need arose. Kyran ordered the spider to shoot out a few more web strands. These he cut off and packed away in his inventory. He found his dropped sword, and packed it away as well. 
 
    Turning full circle, he surveyed the cavern. The cavern appeared to be a central hub within the mines. Not counting the tunnel from which he had entered, there were three other exits from it, two to the north, and one to the east. The spider’s web stretched over the entirety of the cavern. Other than the spider, the cavern was empty of all other life. They had either been eaten or chased away by the apex predator who had made this cavern its lair. He had been remarkably lucky he decided, to have survived the spider’s ambush. He inspected his beast bond with the spider. 
 
    Tamed shadow spider. Remaining health: 150/150 HP. Remaining beast bond duration: 71 minutes. 
 
    The bond would last only another two hours. If he lost control of spider, he had little chance of defeating it again, and unlike the rock beetle before, there was no obvious means to disable it or inflict a vital strike. So he had two choices before him. Leave the spider and get as far away as he could in the next two hours, or take the spider with him in search of a suitably strong enemy to kill it. Both options were fraught with risk. With the first option, he blocked any chance of returning to this cavern, which was a central hub. So, not a great option. 
 
    With the second, he risked not finding an enemy capable of defeating the spider. The only suitable enemies that he knew off, were the skeletal warriors and they were more than three hours away. 
 
    He had gained two levels from bonding the spider though. Perhaps he could find a solution in one of the available abilities. He willed open the mental construct for his combat abilities. 
 
    
     Available Combat Abilities (6 AP available) 
 
     Beast Bonding: Enrage Beast, Extend Bond. 
 
     Body Control: Boost Health, Boost Speed. 
 
     Telekinesis: Teleport object, Hold. 
 
     Telepathy: Confusion, Terrify, Sleep. (Locked, skill of 1 required). 
 
     Air Magic: Shocking Hands, Blur. 
 
     Earth Magic: Grasping Roots, Earth Tremor, Poison Ward. 
 
     Fire Magic: Fire Shield. 
 
     Supportive Magic: Restore Health (Others), Healing Aura, Restore Mind, Detect Magic. 
 
     Water Magic: Freezing Hands, Ice Wall. 
 
     Longbow: Focused shot, Long shot, Quick shot. (Locked, skill of 1 required). 
 
     Longsword: Disarm, Focused strike. 
 
   
 
    He considered. If the function of extend bond aligned with its description then it was probably part of the solution. He unlocked the ability. 
 
    
     New ability learnt! 
 
     Ability: Extend bond 
 
     Skill: Beast bonding. 
 
     Description: Extends the bond between a beast already bonded and the player. This ability is always successful. 
 
     Rank: Novice. 
 
     Cost: 40 Will. 
 
     Execution time: 10 seconds. 
 
     Range: Up to the caster’s direct line of sight. 
 
     Duration: 10 minutes x skill. 
 
   
 
    Perfect, he thought. With this ability he should be able to extend the bond indefinitely – provided he didn’t sleep! For his next ability, considering that he might be going into battle with the skeletal warriors and their vulnerability to fire, he selected a disabling spell that he hoped would combine well with his fire spells. 
 
    
     New ability learnt! 
 
     Ability: Grasping roots 
 
     Skill: Earth magic. 
 
     Description: Causes magical roots to sprout from at the targeted area. The roots will cause any hostile creatures to be held unless resisted. Warning: Only one grasping root field may be active at a time. 
 
     Rank: Novice. 
 
     Cost: 40 Essence. 
 
     Execution time: 5 seconds. 
 
     Area of effect: Radius of 1m x skill around target. 
 
     Range: Up to the caster’s direct line of sight. 
 
     Duration: 10 seconds x skill. 
 
     Debuff: Causes hostile creatures in the area of effect to be held immobile. May be resisted. 
 
   
 
    He had 4 combat AP remaining. Briefly, he was tempted to unlock further abilities. He resisted this urge, and decide on a more conservation approach. He would retain the remaining AP in reserve, until such time as they were required. Next, he reviewed his skills. 
 
    
     Combat Skills (18 SP Available) 
 
     Psi Skills: 
 
     Beast Bonding: 7.6 (3 base) 
 
     Body Control: 2.0 (1 base) 
 
     Light Armour: 3.6 (3 base) 
 
     Psionics: 0 
 
     Psi Armour: 0 
 
     Telekinesis: 6.1 (3 base) 
 
     Telepathy: 0 
 
     Will Regen.: 0 
 
       
 
     Magic Skills: 
 
     Air Magic: 7.7 (3 base) 
 
     Earth Magic: 7.7 (3 base) 
 
     Essence Regen.: 0 
 
     Fire Magic: 7.7 (3 base) 
 
     Supportive Magic: 7.7 (3 base) 
 
     Wands & Staffs: 0 
 
     Mystical garments: 0 
 
     Spellcasting: 0 
 
     Water Magic: 7.7 (3 base) 
 
       
 
     Racial Skills: 
 
     Longbow: 0 
 
     Longsword: 1.6 (2 base) 
 
   
 
    He was bleeding essence too quickly and needed to reduce the essence cost of his spells, so he invested 5 of his skill points in spellcasting, and maximised his most important battle skills: beast bonding, light armour, longsword, fire, air and earth magic. Telekinesis and supportive magic, he retained at their current level. 
 
    
     Your base skill in spellcasting, beast bonding, light armour, longsword, fire, air and earth magic has increased to 5 (the maximum allowable at your current level). 
 
     At an effective spellcasting skill level of 12.8, the essence cost of all spells has been reduced by 25.6%. 
 
   
 
    After his levelling, he called up the mental construct of his profile. 
 
    
     Profile (Condensed) 
 
     Name: Kyran Seversan 
 
     Race: Elf 
 
     Combat Level:5 (24,255/ 30,000) 
 
     Civilian Level:2 (2,175 / 4,000) 
 
     Health: 50 / 50 
 
     Stamina: 320 / 500 
 
     Will:  960 / 1020 
 
     Essence: 868 / 1200 
 
       
 
     Attacks 
 
     Physical: 1 (slash). 
 
     Mental: None. 
 
     Spell: 12.8 (fire) 
 
       
 
     Defences 
 
     Physical Defence: 5.1 
 
     Psi Defence:  5.0 
 
     Spell Defence: 5.0 
 
       
 
     Combat Skills 
 
     Beast Bonding: 12.7 (5 base) 
 
     Body Control: 2.0 (1 base) 
 
     Light Armour: 6 (5 base) 
 
     Psionics: 0 
 
     Psi Armour: 0 
 
     Telekinesis: 6.1 (3 base) 
 
     Telepathy: 0 
 
     Will Regen.: 0 
 
     Air Magic: 12.8 (5 base) 
 
     Earth Magic: 12.8 (5 base) 
 
     Essence Regen.: 0 
 
     Fire Magic: 12.8 (5 base) 
 
     Supportive Magic: 7.6 (3 base) 
 
     Wands & Staffs: 0 
 
     Mystical garments: 0 
 
     Spellcasting: 12.8 (5 base) 
 
     Water Magic: 7.7 (3 base) 
 
     Longbow (Racial): 0 
 
     Longsword (Racial): 4 (5 base) 
 
       
 
     Civilian Skills 
 
     Commander: 0.7 (1 base) 
 
     Feudal Lord: 0 
 
     Governor: 0 
 
     Mage Lord: 2.4 (1 base) 
 
     Scrying: 1.4 (2 base) 
 
     Travelling: 1.4 (2 base) 
 
     Nature Lore (Racial): 2.4 (2 base) 
 
       
 
     Vassals & Minions 
 
     Maximum allowed: 3 (5 base) 
 
     Current: None. 
 
       
 
     Combat Abilities (4 AP available) 
 
     Novice: 
 
     Beast Bond I, Extend Bond. 
 
     Truesight, Fire Dart, Slippery Ice, Grasping Roots. 
 
     Base: 
 
     Calm beast, Mind over matter, Teleport (self). 
 
     Blend, Barkskin, Flaming Hands, Restore Health (Self), Water Armour. 
 
       
 
     Civilian Abilities 
 
     Novice: 
 
     Travel (self), Basic Scrying. 
 
     Base: 
 
     Inspiring, Channel Essence, Show Hostiles (map), Show Portals (map), Show Plants (map). 
 
       
 
     Equipped Items 
 
     Chitin helm (2 base armour) 
 
     Rusted longsword (1 base slash damage) 
 
   
 
    In satisfaction, he reviewed his profile. No longer was he a glass cannon. His health had improved to the extent that he could withstand a few blows. He considered his options. With his improved health, new abilities and most importantly his new pet, he felt up to the challenge of tackling the skeletal warriors. He extended the bond on the shadow spider. 
 
    You have cast extend bond on a tamed shadow spider. At an effective skill level of 12.7, your beast bond has been extended by 127 minutes.  Remaining beast bond duration: 190 minutes. 
 
    Ordering, the spider to follow, he began the long hike back to the citadel. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    

  

 
   
    
    Undead 
 
      
 
    Levels, skills, abilities, classes items, armour, weapons, resources and various other aspects in the Game are categorised according to rank. In general, ranks are defined as follows: 
 
    
    	 Level 0 – 19: Novice / Common / Poor 
 
    	 Level 20-39: Apprentice / Uncommon / Basic 
 
    	 Level 40-59: Journeyman / Rare / Advanced 
 
    	 Level 60-79: Adept / Epic / Exquisite 
 
    	 Level 80-99: Master / Legendary / Masterful 
 
    	 Level 100+: Grandmaster / Mythic / Wondrous 
 
   
 
    A player is restricted to spells, abilities, armour and weapons of the equivalent rank. A level 15 player (novice) may only equip common weapons and armour and use novice spells and abilities. 
 
    Weapon rank is determined by damage output. A knife that does a maximum of 39 piercing damage is considered of uncommon rank and may only be equipped by players level 20 and above. Note, this allows weapons within a rank to significantly boost the damage output of players within the lower end of the rank. Armour is ranked in a similar manner to weapons. 
 
    Rank restrictions do not apply to item accessories (such as rings and jewellery) or quests. Such items may adorn a player of any level. Likewise, a player may complete a quest of any rank – Mechanics of the Game by legendary scholar and champion of Weeran, Jostfyler Graldvir. 
 
      
 
    Three hours later, Kyran stood silently in the corridor leading to the citadel guardroom, with the shadow spider in close attendance. In the passageway, it loomed large, its bulk occupying nearly the entirety of the passage. The trip back had been uneventful. He had maintained control of the spider without any mishaps.  
 
    He peered into the guardroom. All was as expected. Without further ado, he cast his buffs in preparation for the assault.  
 
    
     You have cast barkskin. At an effective skill of 12.8 you have gained +6.4 natural armour. Remaining duration 128 seconds. 
 
     You have cast water armour. At an effective skill of 7.7 you have gained +3.7 physical armour and +3.4% water resistance. Remaining duration 77 seconds. 
 
   
 
    He had spent the long walk back planning this attack and felt confident of his chances for success. He had even expended essence to ensure the spell combinations he prepared would work as expected. He ordered the spider into position and verified the status of his buffs.  
 
    
     Profile (Summary) 
 
     Name: Kyran Seversan 
 
     Race: Elf 
 
     Level: 5 / 2 
 
     Health: 50 / 50 (base 50) 
 
     Attack (Physical/ Psi/ Spell): 1 / 0 / 12.8 (fire) 
 
     Defences (Physical/ Psi/ Spell): 5.5 (base 5.1) / 5 / 5 
 
     Shield strength: 0 / 0 
 
       
 
     Stamina: 140/500 
 
     Will: 980/1020 
 
     Essence: 924/1200 
 
       
 
     Active Effects: 
 
     Water Armour (+3.7 physical armour), 70 seconds remaining. 
 
     Barkskin (+6.4 Natural Armour), 110 seconds remaining. 
 
     Blend (invisible), 126 minutes remaining. 
 
     Truesight (12.6m), 86 minutes remaining. 
 
   
 
    With his pre-battle preparations completed, he breathed in deeply to settle his nerves and initiated combat. Channelling his essence outwards he cast grasping roots. 
 
    
     You have cast grasping roots. At an effective skill level of 12.8, a field of radius 12.8m has been placed. Remaining duration: 128 seconds. 
 
     Each skeletal warrior has a 36% chance to resist the spell’s effects. 
 
     2 of 6 skeletal warriors within area of effect resisted debuff.  
 
     4 of 6 skeletal warriors entangled (immobilized). 
 
   
 
    Within the guardroom gnarled roots magically sprouted from the flagstone floors, seizing onto anything within reach. In seconds the entire room was blanketed with the verdant green of a forest floor. At the appearance of the grasping roots the skeletal warriors sprang to life, searching for the source of the attack. 
 
    Spotting him at the entrance the skeletons attempted to charge. Four of the six however were held fast by the grasping roots, having failed to resist its initial effects. The other two managed no more than a few steps in his direction before also succumbing to the effects of the root field. But the roots only immobilised the skeletons’ legs, it left their arms and weapons unimpaired. Trapped, the skeletons unsheathed their axes and began hacking themselves free. To entangle the skeletons further Kyran ordered the shadow spider to shoot its webs. The spider, lying in wait besides the entrance spun its webs with dizzying speed at the hapless skeletons, ensnaring their limbs and fouling their strikes. 
 
    Having successfully trapped the skeletons, even if only temporarily so, Kyran cast his fire darts and called down a rain of fire, targeting not the skeletons but the roots instead. He focused his essence on a particle of air, and flooded it with energy until it ignited and with yet more essence, he accelerated the miniature flaming ball towards the roots. In a fury of flame the fire dart struck the grasping roots, rapidly igniting them. 
 
    
     Your fire dart spell has ignited your grasping roots, transforming it into a burning root field. 
 
     6 of 6 skeletal warriors are caught in the magical flames, and will sustain 1-3 fire damage/second. 
 
   
 
    His earlier experiments on the long trek back had revealed the roots to be highly flammable. They caught alight immediately and would continue to burn for as long as the root field lasted. Trapped amidst the burning roots the skeletal warriors burst into flames. This did not distress them in the least. Undaunted, they continued hacking away.  
 
    His opening gambit complete, Kyran retreated a few paces back, drew his longsword and set his stance. At the room entrance the spider continued spinning its ensnaring webs, further fuelling the flames and hampering the skeletons’ efforts to free themselves. 
 
    The one variable his plan could not account for, was how the skeletons would react once they freed themselves. Would they push forward in attack? Or would they instead flee back into the citadel? If they fled, with the burning field between, Kyran would not be able to stop them. In this event he risked the skeletons summoning forth more undead denizens from the citadel in aid.  He would have no choice then but to rapidly retreat back to the mines. It was a calculated risk and one that he hoped did not materialise. 
 
    Anxiously, he watched the guardroom entrance, waiting to see how the skeletons reacted. Two of the skeletons eventually disentangled themselves. In relief, Kyran watched, as instead of fleeing, they chose to charge towards the spider and him. The spider ensnared the first the moment it stepped into the corridor, and quickly engaged the other.  
 
    Kyran, standing two steps behind the spider, stepped further back and towards his left, flanking the skeletal warrior slightly. For a few seconds he observed the battle. 
 
    
     Your shadow spider hit a skeletal warrior for 1 piercing damage (9 piercing damage resisted). Poison ineffective. Remaining health: 80/120 HP. 
 
     A skeletal warrior has hit your shadow spider for 10 slashing damage. Remaining health: 140/150 HP. 
 
     Your shadow spider hit a skeletal warrior for 2 piercing damage (7 resisted). Remaining health: 78/120 HP. 
 
     A skeletal warrior has hit your shadow spider for 8 slashing damage. Remaining health: 132/150 HP. 
 
   
 
    The spider’s attacks against the skeleton were ineffectual. The greater part of the damage from its piercing attacks were resisted and its poison was fully ineffective. The skeleton’s attacks on the other hand were carving out large chunks from the spider’s health. Without assistance the spider would be quickly defeated. Having seen enough, Kyran sprang to the spider’s defence and hammered the skeleton with a volley of fire darts. 
 
    
     Your fire dart has hit a skeletal warrior for 15 fire damage (+3 additional damage dealt due to vulnerable to fire trait). Remaining health: 65/120 HP. 
 
     Your fire dart has hit a skeletal warrior for 10 fire damage (+2 damage). Remaining health: 55/120 HP. 
 
     Your fire dart has hit a skeletal warrior for 14 fire damage (+3 damage). Remaining health: 41/120 HP. 
 
   
 
    The skeleton ignored the devastating volley and continued its attacks upon the spider. He struck it again. This time it disengaged and charged him. Meanwhile the second skeleton freed itself and also began charging Kyran.  
 
    In the face of the onrushing skeletons, Kyran rapidly backpedalled and ordered the spider to intercept the second. He narrowed his focus onto the first. It was only a few steps away. With left arm extended and sword held in guard position, he unleashed another fire dart. The dart rocked the skeleton back slightly, but failed to stop its charge. It reached melee range. The skeleton wound back its arm and launched a huge overhead strike. Kyran dodged to the right and parried the descending axe. However, the blow was too strong. The axe ploughed through his guard, turned only slightly from its path and struck him a glancing blow.  
 
    You have been hit by a skeletal warrior for 7 slashing damage. Remaining health: 43/50 HP. 
 
    He staggered with the force of the blow and pain erupted as the axe drew a fiery line down his left side. Blinded by the excruciating pain, he momentarily lost track of the battle. He clutched his left side in a futile bid to stem the blood and agony gushing from it and overcome with fear, hobbled backwards frantically.  He looked up. 
 
    To see the skeleton with its axe readied for a second blow. 
 
    In desperation he dived backwards and barely managed to dodge the axe as it whistled by. Relentless, the skeleton followed. He scrambled to his feet in time to meet its next blow. This time he gripped the longsword with both hands as he parried. The blow struck with resounding force but was turned aside. Undaunted, the skeleton pulled back its axe, preparing for the next strike.  
 
    Kyran realised that trading blows with the skeleton was a losing proposition. In the panic induced by the wound to his side, he had forgotten to use his greatest weapon. Marshalling his anger, he overcame his fear, and abandoned pointless defence in favour of attack. In the split second before the skeleton completed its next strike, he launched a fire dart squarely into its midriff. The skeleton saw the flaming projectile but at such close range was helpless to avoid it. The fire dart struck and the skeleton staggered back slightly with the impact.  
 
    Swiftly, Kyran struck again with another fire dart. Off balance, the skeleton attempted to dodge but failed. It collapsed to its knees. He hit it one last time and it burst apart. 
 
    You have killed a level 10 skeletal warrior (4,830 XP gained: 29,085/30,000 combat XP). 
 
    Panting in relief and with adrenaline still surging, Kyran looked forward to see how the spider was fairing. 
 
    
     Tamed shadow spider. Remaining health: 63/150 HP. Remaining beast bond duration: 34 minutes. 
 
     Skeletal warrior remaining health: 71/120 HP. 
 
   
 
    The battle was not going well for it. Kyran moved to assist. This time, having learnt his lesson, he positioned himself well out of melee range before launching streams of fire darts into the second skeleton. It disengaged from the spider and moved in attack upon Kyran, but this time Kyran did not relent. Standing fast, and ignoring its charge, he drenched the skeleton in fire.  
 
    
     Your fire dart has hit a skeletal warrior for 13 fire damage (+2 damage). Remaining health: 46/120 HP. 
 
     Your fire dart has hit a skeletal warrior for 12 fire damage (+2 damage). Remaining health: 34/120 HP. 
 
     Your fire dart has hit a skeletal warrior for 10 fire damage (+2 damage). Remaining health: 24/120 HP. 
 
     Your fire dart has hit a skeletal warrior for 15 fire damage (+3 damage). Remaining health: 9/120 HP. 
 
     You have killed a level 10 skeletal warrior (4,830 XP gained: 33,915/42,000 combat XP). 
 
   
 
    Halfway through its charge, it collapsed, defeated. Kyran looked up at the guardroom entrance. None of the other skeletons had made it out alive from his firetrap. During the battle with the two skeletons he had been peripherally aware of receiving death notifications from the skeletons trapped in the room. He checked his battle log summary. 
 
    
     Battle Log (Summary) 
 
     The battle has ended. 
 
       
 
     Combat Results 
 
     Creatures bonded: 0. 
 
     Creatures killed: 6 level 10 skeletal warriors. 
 
       
 
     Combat Gains 
 
     Kyran Seversan: 
 
     XP gained: 28,980 XP. 
 
     Levels gained: 2 levels (18 SP, 2 attributes, 4 AP). New combat level: Level 7. 
 
       
 
     Shadow Spider: 
 
     N/A (not a player). 
 
       
 
     Party Status 
 
     Kyran Seversan: 
 
     Health: 63 / 70 
 
     Stamina: 180/500 
 
     Will: 920/1020 
 
     Essence: 72/1200 
 
     Combat Level: 7 (53,235/56,000), Civilian Level: 2 (2,025/6,000 XP). 
 
       
 
     Shadow Spider: 
 
     Health: 63 / 150 
 
     Beast bond expires in 34 minutes. 
 
   
 
    He had won. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    The throne room of the Crota citadel lay shrouded in heavy darkness. An ancient place, where for long centuries nothing had stirred, twice within the matter of days its occupant was roused. Zarr Dwamenkor opened his eyes. His sleep had been disturbed again. Angrily he searched for the source. The world portal was quiescent, so too was the southern entrance from the forest, and the eastern one from the mountain pass. That left only the subterranean entrance. All was quiet there too… no, wait, the portal room guards were not responding. 
 
    Troubled, Zarr projected his mind forth to the sleeping sentinels in the catacombs. He awoke them and commanded them to investigate… 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    The guardroom was badly scorched and the smell of ash clung to the air. Kyran surveyed the room in satisfaction. Even with the nearly disastrous swordfight near the end, it had been a well-planned and well-executed victory. The wound he had sustained in the exchange had turned out to be much less severe than he feared. It had been easily healed with restore health. 
 
    The spider had followed him into the room. Curling up its legs, it had squeezed through the doorway with very little difficulty. Looking at the spider, he said, “We make a good team, you and I.” He stopped in surprise. His own voice was strange to his ears. He realised that these were the first words he had uttered since coming to Myelad only…. one day ago. It felt more like a lifetime. His memories from life on earth were already fading and on reflection felt surreal. The battle with the skeletons had been a whirlwind of emotion. He had been very close, he knew, to succumbing to his fears and fleeing the battle. He had been in very real danger of losing both life and limb. Danger in which, he had willing placed himself. He could not imagine ever doing anything remotely like it on Earth. 
 
    He shook himself free of his daydreams and refocused on his surroundings. This room’s design was identical to that of the mine guardroom. There were only two exits from it, one back to the portal room, and the other leading deeper into the citadel. He commanded the spider to guard the entrance to the citadel while he systematically searched the room. He did not expect to find much, but wanted to be certain. 
 
    In the far-right corner of the room he found a couple of metal chests. One was broken open and empty but the other, though scorched and battered, was whole. He felt immediate excitement, at the thought of finding some useable gear. Loot, thought Kyran wryly, never fails to excite a gamer. He looked around for a suitable rock to bash open the chest, then paused. Maybe it’s open already? He shrugged, it was worth a try at least. He pulled on the lid, and surprisingly found that it was indeed open. What sacrilege, he chuckled, an unlocked chest!  
 
    Buried inside, amongst dusty and mouldy remains he found a set of armour and a pair of swords. 
 
    
     Found: Full set of chitin armour (helm, leggings, leather vest, gloves and arms). 
 
     Type: Light armour. 
 
     Weight: 8 kg (full set). 
 
     Rank: Common. 
 
     Armour: 20 armour. 
 
     Condition: Good. 
 
     Description: Light armour is the most common form of armour worn by those seeking both mobility and physical protection. This set of armour is made from chitin. Chitin is an extremely durable substance created from the carapace of insectoid creatures. You may equip this. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Found: Basic steel longsword. 
 
     Type: Weapon. 
 
     Weight: 1.4 kg. 
 
     Rank: Common. 
 
     Damage: 6-10 Piercing or slashing damage. 
 
     Condition: Good. 
 
     Description: The basic longsword is commonly used by arms men and soldiers throughout the world. It is a straight, double edged bladed weapon that may be wielded with either one or two hands. You may equip this. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Found: Basic steel shortsword. 
 
     Type: Weapon. 
 
     Weight: 0.8 kg. 
 
     Rank: Common. 
 
     Damage: 5-8 Piercing or slashing damage. 
 
     Condition: Good. 
 
     Description: The basic shortsword is a smaller version of the longsword. It is a double-edged blade with a sharp point and is wielded with one hand. You do not have the skill (one-handed weapons (short)) to wield this in combat. 
 
   
 
    Like the helm he had found in the portal room, the chitin armour from the chest showed no signs of decay. Each piece was polished black, and while hard was not overly rigid, nor restrictive. He equipped the armour over his clothing. All the pieces were slightly too big but fitted well enough. 
 
    You have equipped a full set of chitin armour (light armour). Your total armour has increased from 2 to 20. 
 
    He picked up the swords. Each was sheathed in a chitin scabbard. He drew them out and inspected each carefully. They were both plain and unadorned. Likely the swords of the very guardsmen who had once manned this entrance. They had been well preserved in the chest and showed no signs of rust or decay. He discarded his rusted longsword in favour of his new find and fastened its scabbard around his waist. The shortsword, he stored in his inventory. 
 
    You have equipped a basic steel longsword, increasing your maximum physical attack to 10.4. 
 
    Pleased with his find, he continued his search of the room, hoping to uncover yet more gear. He was rummaging amidst the wreckage of a weapons rack when two red dots emerged on the edge of his map. The hostiles approached at speed from deeper within the citadel. Without hesitation, he abandoned his search and ran to the portal room entrance. Hurriedly he cloaked himself with the blend spell and ordered the spider to fade into the shadows as well. Calmly he tracked the hostiles approach and formulated plans for an impromptu ambush. His earlier tactics would suffice, he decided. At the entrance the spider would engage the hostiles, entangling and delaying them while from afar, Kyran would cast his own disables and ranged attacks. The hostiles reached the guardroom, and in eerie silence glided within. 
 
    They were not what he was expecting.  
 
    He has assumed (incorrectly it turned out) that the approaching undead would be more skeletons, at worst some higher order variant, perhaps even skeletal champions. Instead what stood before him were two ghostly shapes that were infinitely more daunting in appearance. He probed the creatures quickly. 
 
    
     Creature: Wraith 
 
     Type: Reanimated Dead 
 
     Rarity: Uncommon 
 
     Level: 20 
 
     Health: 150 / 150 
 
     Attack: 15-25 (cold) 
 
     Defences (Physical/ Psi/ Spell): 20 / Invulnerable / 15 
 
       
 
     Special Effects: 
 
     Defenceless against divine (+75% holy damage). 
 
     Vulnerable to fire (+50% fire damage). 
 
     Immune to cold damage. 
 
     Ethereal (-95% physical damage). 
 
       
 
     Description: 
 
     The haunted and tormented remains of a spirit as a result of a traumatic death. Unlike most other undead, wraiths are the animated remains of spirit, not body. As such they are not mindless and still contain some semblance of thought. They are extremely dangerous due to their near immunity to physical attacks and piercing cold attacks. 
 
   
 
    The wraiths were ethereal, beings of almost of pure spirit and no body. They were roughly humanoid in shape, with indistinct features and oversized clawed hands that were held menacingly before them.  
 
    Your shadow spider has been detected by a level 20 wraith. 
 
    As the wraiths glided into the room, they immediately spotted the shadow spider lurking at the entrance. Without hesitation, they accelerated into attack, emitting unholy howls of terror.  
 
    
     A wraith is immune to your shadow spider’s entangling web. 
 
     A wraith has hit your shadow spider for 10 cold damage. Remaining health: 53/150 HP. 
 
     A wraith has hit your shadow spider for 12 cold damage. Remaining health: 41/150 HP. 
 
     Your shadow spider has missed a wraith. 
 
     A wraith has hit your shadow spider for 10 cold damage. Remaining health: 31/150 HP. 
 
     A wraith has hit your shadow spider for 15 cold damage. Remaining health: 16/150 HP. 
 
     Your shadow spider has missed a wraith. 
 
   
 
    The battle was almost over before it began. The wraiths inflicted massive damage to the spider, with each strike of their claws. Fearfully, Kyran checked the status of his blend. In relief, he saw that he remained hidden. The spider would soon be dead. Kyran knew he had to leave before that happened. There was nothing he could do to turn the tide. He whirled around and fled back to the portal room.  
 
    Your shadow spider has been killed. 
 
    The expectant message came as he was hurrying back down the passage. Anxiously, he scanned his map but no pursuit followed. He reached the portal room, panting for breath. He was tired and exhausted, having fought two difficult battles today. With the adrenaline fading he wanted nothing more than to lie down and rest but the wraiths were too close. The portal room was no longer safe. Forcing himself into motion, he started the long journey back to the spider’s cavern. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    

  

 
   
    
    Hunted 
 
      
 
    Myelad is a prison world. Initially it was created by the gods as a prison to house their elder siblings, the demons. Later, after Eld’s betrayal, it became the gods’ prison as well. You may ask (as many before you have), how can primordial beings of such unfathomable power be contained in something as mundane as a prison? The answer lies with the essence shield and the essence wells. Both serve one core function; to starve its celestial prisoners from essence, their life blood and source of power.   
 
    The essence shield cuts off Myelad from the pathways, and thus both prevents its inmates from leaving, and essence from entering. The essence shield is itself a marvel of essence engineering. It is self-sustaining, powered as it is by the very essence it blocks from entering Myelad.  
 
    The essence wells trap and contain all natural essence generated within Myelad. There is thus no free essence for the Gods and Demons to feed off. The Gods sustain themselves through divine essence siphoned from Myelad’s sentient beings and the essence wells controlled by its champions; while demons are fed by the mere pittance of essence channelled into the Dungeons, the demons’ prison within a prison, and the only place in Myelad where natural essence is allowed to flow freely – from The Origin of Myelad and the Gods’ Game by Silenheim Librarian, Marcos Aurclasy. 
 
      
 
    The lich king impatiently waited for the wraiths to report back. He was well awake now and furious with this incursion into his territory. The beasts of the underground knew better than to attempt such. It was more than probable that this was the doing of one of the Gods, but which one? No longer able to remain still he stormed off his throne and impatiently paced the ancient marble floors. 
 
    He was on the verge of sending out a second scout party when he sensed the wraiths approaching. They glided to a stop before Zarr and presented their report. “The guard force at the underground east entrance is no more, my lord,” said the first wraith in a tortured hiss. 
 
    Knowing as much already Zarr demanded impatiently, “How?” 
 
    “A shadow spider was present in the room, my lord. We detected no other presences, however both the room and the skeletal remains showed signs of scorching. We judge that magical fire was used to defeat the guards, and surmise that there must have been at least one other intruder,” said the second wraith. 
 
    “And the spider? What was the reason for its presence?” asked the lich king. “That we do not know my lord, but it now lies dead.” 
 
    Zarr nodded and dismissed the wraiths. It was time for a hunt. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    After another torturous three-hour trek, Kyran stumbled into the spider’s cavern. He had spent the better part of the day walking or fighting and was completely drained but could not rest just yet. 
 
    Wearily he searched for the silk strand that he had earlier used to climb down from the spider’s web. Spotting it, he sat down to rest and eat before attempting the arduous climb up. 
 
    The spider’s web offered the best chance for a safe refuge in the tunnels. Its height and position naturally concealed it and being the spider’s hunting ground, other predators in the vicinity likely avoided it as well. 
 
    He wondered at the wraiths’ arrival in the guardroom. Was it mischance, or had his battle with the skeletons somehow attracted their notice? If it was the former, his precautions were unnecessary. But if it was the latter, it was possible that the wraiths were hunting him, in which case, he hoped that the spider's web, his bolt hole, would go undetected. He finished his unappetising meal of rock beetle and struggling to his feet, started the climb. 
 
    Minutes later, arms aching from the strenuous climb, he dragged himself up onto the web. He pulled up his makeshift rope and stored it in one of the cocoons. Fearful of falling while asleep, he searched for a suitable cocoon, to serve as both bed and safety harness. The first few he peered into contained the grizzled remains of... something. Fighting nausea, he hastily backed away from these. Eventually he found a cocoon that but for a dry musty smell, was blessedly free of any gory remains. Gratefully, he climbed in and promptly feel asleep. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    You have slept 4 hours. Will, essence and stamina completely restored. The date is 03 Jul 2603 AB, and the time 14:57. 
 
    Groggily, Kyran turned over. Sleepily he wondered what was wrong with his bed, it was lumpier than normal. He shifted drowsily, searching for a comfortable position. Coming up short against the cocoon walls, the present rushed back and he startled awake. He looked around. Something other than his deplorable sleeping arrangements had woken him. He checked the game interface, he had slept for four hours. Wondering as to the source, he sat up carefully. He froze when he heard voices. 
 
    “The trail from the guardroom ends here, Aveyad.” The voice was cracked, brittle and more than a little menacing. Kyran shivered. 
 
    “Yes, but where is the champion? I don’t sense any divine presence nearby, do you?” questioned Aveyad. His was a cold, wintery voice. 
 
    “No, but perhaps it detected our presence and disguised its trail.”  
 
    Are they talking about me? thought Kyran. They must be, he decided, even if they mistook him for a champion. Their presence here could not be a coincidence. Not so soon after his attack on the skeletons. They had tracked him from the citadel... which meant they were undead. 
 
    “Perhaps,” replied Aveyad. Both voices fell in a contemplative silence. Kyran could not see either speaker. They were both beyond the range of his truesight vision but he could hear them clearly. Their voices echoed loudly in the still silent air of the cavern. The cold dispassion of the two creatures sent chills of dread running through him. Whatever they were, he suspected that they were scarier than the wraiths he had encountered earlier. 
 
    “So, what do we now? The king will not be happy if it escapes,” said the first. 
 
    Aveyad laughed, a gravelly hollow sound. “That is an understatement Tyeliss. Zarr will be furious. I suspect there will be no rest for us until the invader is found and killed.” 
 
    Tyeliss grunted, “I tire of this Aveyad, how many more years must this go on? When will our duty ever end?” 
 
    A pregnant pause greeted this statement. A thought long left unsaid had been voiced. Eventually, Aveyad replied, “I understand my friend, but we must hold to our duty.” 
 
    “I know Aveyad, I know, but I wonder if it worth the price anymore.” 
 
    “Dare not doubt Tyeliss, least I lose you too,” said Aveyad urgently. “Hold tight to your duty, or risk losing yourself like the others.” 
 
    “Never fear Aveyad, I will hold to my duty”. 
 
    A glum, unhappy silence followed this. Abandoning the awkward subject, Aveyad said, “We must divide the hunting party. I will take the north-east fork, you the north-west.” 
 
    “And the eastern tunnel?” asked Tyeliss, accepting, without comment, the change of topic.  
 
    Aveyad shrugged, “There is no escape through there, it leads only to the deeper mines. Down there, the champion will be trapped between the citadel and us. If we fail to find it in the northern tunnels we shall return and search there.” 
 
    “Very well,” agreed Tyeliss. The conversation between the two ended and was followed by the rustle and tread of a large body of creatures moving about. The hunting party, Kyran realised. With a sense of foreboding, he activated show hostiles. He watched, horrified, as his map lit up with a flood of red dots. There were at least a few hundred hostiles in the cavern. The mind boggled. All that to hunt me? thought Kyran. 
 
    Making doubly certain not to attract notice he watched as the hunting party manoeuvred out of the cavern. Peculiarly, there were no shouted orders or commands as the party split itself. But for the sounds of shuffling feet, it was all done in uncanny silence. 
 
    As the last of the red dots disappeared into the northern exits, Kyran berated himself. He had been foolish and had underestimated the intelligence of his foes. He should not have attacked the skeletons. In hindsight, he realised, that despite the Overseer’s warning, he had fallen into the trap of treating this world like a roleplaying game from Earth, where one could attack isolated groups of enemies without drawing the attention of the remaining forces. Clearly the citadel undead were not all witless, but some possessed both cunning and awareness. His ambush had drawn swift responses – first from the wraiths and now this hunting party led by their mysterious commanders, Aveyad and Tyeliss. 
 
    From here on, he resolved not to take his foes lightly again. He would give them the same respect he would human foes. 
 
    He stayed in the cocoon a few minutes longer to be certain the undead had left before shimming down his rope to the cavern floor. He looked up at the silk strand still dangling from the spider’s web. He hated to leave it behind as evidence of his passage here but he could see no other choice. Besides which, the undead had been able to track him this far and so would likely be able to do so from hereon as well. Leaving the rope behind would make little difference. Speed was more important now. 
 
    If the two creatures were to be believed he was trapped. He looked down the eastern tunnel, it was his only option. He could only hope that Aveyad and Tyeliss were wrong and that somewhere in the deep mines was a means of escape. So thinking, he set forth. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    For the next few hours he maintained a steady pace as he hiked down the eastern passage. He disguised his tracks as best he could. Looking back, he saw no signs of his passing but that meant little, given his lack of tracking experience. Thus far he had not sensed the approach of any undead. He could only hope they were still searching the northern tunnels. 
 
    As he walked, he had time to think. He reflected back on the conversation he had overheard. The undead were clearly not the mindless creatures he had initially assumed. Aveyad and Tyeliss had both sounded intelligent and rational. Why then, were they hunting him? Surely, he was no threat? Was his attack on their guardroom the cause of this hunt? Had it earned their ire? Or did they simply hate the living? He berated himself again for attacking the guardroom. At the very least it had drawn the undeads’ attention. At worst... he had made an enemy where none existed before. And the name of their liege, Zarr... That name was familiar. He struggled to recall where he had heard it... That’s right! It was the name of Crotana's king, when it had fallen. But that was supposed to have been six hundred years ago! Could he still be alive, or whatever passed for living amongst the undead, after all this time? 
 
    He was pulled from these troubling thoughts by changes in the tunnel. Increasingly it angled downwards. The air became dank and heavy and gave the tunnel an oppressive feel. Kyran felt as if the weight of the world was pressing down on him. 
 
     He struggled to keep up his spirits. This was his third day in Myelad, all of it depressingly spent underground. He longed for the sun and open spaces, more so as he travelled deeper into the earth. Things had been going so well too. He had handily defeated the beetles and even survived the spider's ambush. He had dared to hope he would soon escape this trap. Only to fall foul of the undead, hunted and pushed deeper into the earth, farther away from light and escape to the world above. 
 
    Lost in his internal musings, Kyran did not see the open shaft before him. It was nothing more than a black patch on the tunnel floor, innocuous. He stepped into the gaping hole, expecting solid ground but found only empty air. 
 
    He fell forward soundlessly and tumbled headlong into the shaft. The shaft was three metres wide and plunged vertically downwards, its walls smooth carved rock. Wildly, Kyran windmilled, seeking to halt his rapidly accelerating descent. Heedless of bruised limbs, he scratched desperately at the walls but could not find any purchase. His downward spiral transformed into free fall, as he bounced off the far wall into the shaft’s centre, cruelly positioned out of reach from any of the walls. He plummeted down rapidly. Dizzy and lightheaded, he struggled to act. To cast a spell, any spell, but his thoughts were too scattered and his concentration shattered repeatedly. 
 
    A huge roaring assailed his ears, further confounding his senses. He thrashed about desperately searching for the source and caught only a split-second glimpse of a raging river before crashing into its foaming waters.  
 
    50 falling damage sustained, 20/70 HP remaining. 
 
    His momentum pushed him far into the underground river’s depths. With little forewarning, his lungs were all but empty. The river surged violently about him and pounded him against the jagged rocks hidden in its depths.  
 
    5 minor damage sustained, 15/70 HP remaining. 
 
    Mercilessly, the currents pushed him back and forth, refusing to let him escape its grasp. 
 
    3 damage sustained, 12/70 HP remaining. 
 
    Battered and bruised, and beaten near senseless, Kyran struggled to remain conscious. The surface, I need to get to the surface, he told himself. Turned repeatedly about by the currents, he was unable to distinguish up from down in the river’s lightless depths. Knowing he had very little time, he strained his senses, struggling for some clue as to which to direction to head towards. On his right the violence and noise of the river seemed greater. That way must lie the surface, he thought.  Out of time, he did not second guess himself but swam swiftly in the chosen direction. The river swirled violently and fought him at every turn. He struggled valiantly against the turbulent current and despite its hindrance, propelled himself forward. Just as he began to fear he had chosen wrong, he spotted the foaming waters of the river’s surface. With a final surge of adrenaline, he broke to the surface, gasping for breath.  
 
    Relentless, despite its defeat, the river surged furiously, seeking to plunge him within its depths once more, but, able to breathe once again, Kyran easily shrugged of its attempts. With heaving breath, he dragged himself through the angry river to a rocky outcropping near one of the enclosing walls. Holding fast, he panted heavily, grateful to be alive. He paused and took stock of his surroundings. He was trapped. The river was fully enclosed on all sides by impenetrable rock walls. There was no escape from the water’s clutches. He had no idea how far downriver he had been carried already. He searched his map, and saw that the shaft through which he had fallen was long distant. There was no going back. 
 
    The water was icy cold, and he could feel the cold starting to seep into his bones. He could not stay in the water much longer. He would have to find some means of escaping its clutches, but first he needed to heal himself. 
 
    You have cast restore health (self) 9 times restoring 63 health to yourself. Remaining health: 70/70. Summary Cost: 288 Essence. 
 
    Restored, he released the rock and let the current bear him onwards. He tried, mostly successfully, to keep himself near one of the rock walls, where the flow was minutely slower. He hoped that he found an exit from the river soon, else the river would yet win this contest. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Kyran had lost track of how long he had been in the river. He had resorted to casting flaming hands in an effort to generate some body heat. For a while it had staved off hypothermia but his essence pool had been depleted hours ago and since then it had set in with a vengeance. He shivered uncontrollably and slipped in and out of consciousness. Each time, it took more and more effort to remain awake. He was dying but couldn’t seem to care much. This apathy, he knew, was a symptom of the cold. Knowing this however, did little to change his circumstances. 
 
    Delirious, he felt a change in the river’s rhythm. In his confused state he almost disregarded this as a figment of a delusional mind but the little glimmer of hope it provided sent a jolt of adrenaline through him, rousing him slightly. He looked up blearily, searching for what hand changed. 
 
    The river had slowed. It was no longer the gushing torrent that he had fallen into. Calmer now, it lazily flowed into an underground lake. From the cavern roof above the lake, a forest of stalactites grew glowing gently from some hidden light source. The surface of the lake was still but for the occasional ripple from his frail movements. To Kyran it was a heavenly sight and salvation. Finally, he was free of the river’s grasp. On his left, he made out the outline of a rocky shore. Reinvigorated, he swam weakly towards it. Reaching it, he dragged himself out of the lake and collapsed onto the rocky shore, utterly exhausted. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    In complete darkness, the undead hunting party marched tirelessly through the ancient mine tunnels. Aveyad was at the head of the party, keeping pace with his battalion of skeletal warriors. There had been no sign that the champion had passed this way. He could only hope that Tyeliss had better luck. Even though, he had not admitted it to Tyeliss, Aveyad too, was tired. He wearied of this existence, and wanted nothing more than for it to end but duty was a heavy burden, one not lightly abandoned. Nor would he so easily abandon Zarr, his king and friend. Nonetheless, he resented this hunt, the champion who prolonged it and the Gods who caused it. 
 
    He mulled over the hunt. Aveyad felt that he was missing something. The unusual battle tactics employed against the guards, the glaringly obvious trail that ended so suddenly, the presence of the shadow spider... Aveyad stopped. In lockstep, the skeletons stopped instantly as well. Of course. The champion had dominated the spider. Not the tactics one typically expected from champions, but well within their capabilities. That explained the spider's presence. And shadow spiders, Aveyad recalled, were known to nest in elevated locations, their preferred hunting style, to spring down on their prey from above. 
 
    The central cavern. That must have been its lair. Angrily, he realised that the champion must have been there all along. It must have listened in on their conversation. It explained why the trail had ended so suddenly. But how had the champion concealed its presence? Before this, Aveyad would have sworn that no champion could so completely mask their divine scent, that it escaped his detection. 
 
    He waved this mystery aside. He would find out soon enough. Without delay, he turned the hunting party around, and headed swiftly back to the spider's cavern, to exact his revenge on the champion that had played him for a fool. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    
    The Lake 
 
      
 
    Other than the gods, demons are the only other known immortal race in the cosmos. They are the first life forms that the cosmos gave birth to and precede the gods themselves. 
 
    Demons are primordial beings and are thought to be living essence, sentient incarnations of essence itself. Their very nature is chaos and diametrically opposed to all order and the confinement imposed by it. They consider the cosmos their rightful property and seek to remove all other races from existence. 
 
    Unlike Gods, that are sustained by divine essence, demons feed off natural (raw) essence, which they require to manifest (take corporeal form). Since the essence wells trap natural essence everywhere except Myelad’s dungeons, without outside help, demons are effectively confined to them. 
 
    Sadly, mortals being mortals, such outside help is not impossible for demons to attain. Many a would-be mage has traded their own essence in exchange for chaos magic, a unique and powerful magic wielded only by demons. Such mortals, known as demon worshippers, are widely despised and hunted by the gods and their followers. Yet despite this, the demon city states still thrive – from The Origin of Myelad and the Gods’ Game by Silenheim Librarian, Marcos Aurclasy.  
 
      
 
    Sometime later, Kyran woke up cold, wet and shivering. Grateful he was not dead, he set about trying to warm up. He dragged a stone beetle shell out of his inventory and piled loose rocks into it. He activated flaming hands and heated the rocks until they glowed brightly. He huddled as close as he could get to his stone fire, gradually warming up. Being warm again was the most important thing in his world right now. He could not find the energy to care if he was attracting unwanted attention. 
 
    Eventually Kyran thawed out and no longer felt half-frozen. Hungry, he removed some rock beetle steaks from his inventory and proceeded to eat. While he ate, he looked around with interest at his surroundings. His scattered recollections from the previous day were accurate. He had washed up on the western shore of an underground lake. It was a narrow rocky strip of lifeless land. The lake was enormous and from where he camped, neither it’s northern nor eastern shore was visible. The southern end of the lake was bounded by cavern walls of sheer rough-hewn rock and but for the river mouth through which he had entered, the walls continued in an unbroken chain, in both directions, as far as the eye could see. Kyran fervently hoped that somewhere beyond his range of sight there existed an exit from this cavern. He did not relish remaining trapped here until the end of his days.  
 
    High overhead, stretched the roof of the cavern, dotted by countless stalactites, all of which gave off a gentle white light. So he had not imagined that either yesterday. The source of the light remained a mystery. The cavern gave every appearance of being a natural formation, hewn out over the ages by the passage of time and the underground river. Exploring the cavern and its lake would be a priority. 
 
    But for now, he turned his mind to other matters. He opened his player logs and checked his status. 
 
    You have slept 8 hours. Will, essence and stamina completely restored. The date is 04 Jul 2603 AB, and the time 08:23. 
 
    Even though his essence, will and stamina pools were full, still Kyran felt emotionally and mentally drained from his ordeal in the river. An entire day had passed since he had left the spider cavern and fallen in the underground river. He wasn’t sure if his situation had improved or not. On one hand, it was highly unlikely the undead would be able to track and follow him through his wild ride in the river. On the other, he was thoroughly lost and quite possible trapped within this cavern.  
 
    He could not detect any nearby signs of life and he had sufficient food to last him for some days yet – provided he continued on a steady diet of rock beetle. All things considered, he was relatively safe for now. 
 
    Kyran decided to explore the lake first. Perhaps he could find something else to eat. He walked to the shores of the lake and scanned it with both his sight and show hostiles. Both revealed nothing. He took off his armour and clothes, and storing them carefully in his inventory, waded a few steps into the lake. The lake was as uninvitingly cold as he remembered. Steeling himself, he plunged into the lake, swimming to the bottom. The lake was only a few metres deep, its water crystal clear. Given the quantity of water filling into the lake from the river, Kyran knew that somewhere in the lake there must be another underground river draining it, but given the size of the lake, finding it would be a daunting task.  
 
    Dive after dive, Kyran found nothing but barren rock and empty waters. Yet he persisted. Surely, he thought somewhat desperately, the lake cannot be completely barren, some life must exist here. Countless dives later he found something. Nestled between the rocks scattered on the lake floor, he spied a motley growth, that at first, he mistook for strangely coloured pebbles. On closer examination, it proved to be a form of fungus. He scooped up a handful and returned to the surface to inspect them more fully. Upon which he received a message. 
 
    
     Found: Cave Fungus. 
 
     Type: Food. 
 
     Weight: 0.1 kg. 
 
     Special properties: None. 
 
     Description: Edible source of food.  
 
     You do not have the requisite skill to safely harvest cave fungus. 
 
   
 
    The discovery encouraged Kyran. While he might not have been able to harvest the fungi, it was proof that life existed in this deep cavern. He held out hope that he would be able to discover further sources of it. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Kyran began his exploration of the cavern by systematically scrying the surrounding areas. He started from the south west corner of the lake and gradually worked his way to his current position on the west bank and then outwards, moving north along the western shore. When he hit his scrying limit, he relocated his camp, moving in a clockwise direction around the lake shore. He spent the next few hours in this manner, progressively scrying the lake and its environs. 
 
    By noon, Kyran had finished scrying the western end of the cavern. He had reached its northern tip and depleted his essence in the process, but had naught to show for his efforts, except rocks and more rocks. 
 
    You have cast basic scrying 37 times (2,775 XP gained: 4,800/6,000 Civilian XP). Summary Cost: 1184 Essence. 
 
    He took the opportunity to rest, eat and recover some of his essence before continuing. After lunch he laboured on. Whereas the western shore of the lake was a narrow strip of rocky ground throughout its length, the northern and eastern shores opened up substantially.  
 
    Two hours after lunch his efforts finally bore fruit. Sitting cross-legged at his new base camp on the northern shore of the lake, he scryed the eastern end of the cavern. Beyond a wide-open plateau of strewn rocks and boulders, he spied another tunnel. Containing his excitement, Kyran studied the tunnel closely. It was a jagged wound in the cavern’s eastern rock face and was large enough to accommodate a whole crowd walking side by side. Like the cavern itself, it looked to be a natural rock formation. Almost hidden within its mouth was the bleached bones of a creature he could not identify, and near it a discarded arrowhead. 
 
    Seeing the arrowhead, Kyran felt immense relief. Only on seeing it, did he realise how much the thought of being trapped alone in this cavern scared him. So, thought Kyran, jubilant, some form of civilized people inhabited these caverns. His thoughts raced forward. If he could befriend or ally whatever tribe lived here, his chances of survival would increase exponentially.  At the very least they should be able to direct him on how to reach the surface, or even help with defeating the undead, assuming of course that the hunting party even made it this far.  
 
    He tried not to get ahead of himself and cautioned himself that he had little reason to believe any tribe down here would be friendly, everything he had met so far had tried to kill him. Nor did he even have reason to believe that the arrowhead was anything more than the remnant of an ancient civilization. 
 
    Nevertheless, his optimism persisted. After all, if you had to live underground, where better than the shores of an underground lake to found a settlement? 
 
    His scrying spell faded and his vision of the tunnel two hundred metres away disappeared. Briefly he pondered approaching the tunnel for a closer look but his essence pool was low after the constant scrying so he decided against it. Instead he decided to complete his exploration of the cavern. 
 
    Hours later, Kyran sat down wearily, his scouting done. He had discovered nothing else of note. There were no other signs of life and while the eastern rock face of the cavern was fissured and seamed, it contained no other tunnels. At least he had confirmed that he was the cavern's sole occupant. One welcome piece of news, was that through his continuous scrying, he reached civilian level three. 
 
    You have cast basic scrying 17 times (1,275 XP gained: 6,075/6,000 Civilian XP). Summary Cost: 544 Essence. You have obtained a total of 6,000 civilian XP and are now level 3. 4 Civilian skill points and 1 ability point gained. 
 
    It was now early evening, and he decided it was best to leave scouting the tunnel until tomorrow. He had yet a few more chores to complete tonight, not least of which was seeing to his levelling. He had gained two levels in the battle with the skeletons and he had still to allocate the points. First, he reviewed his combat skills and abilities. 
 
    
     Combat Skills (18 SP Available) 
 
     Psi Skills: 
 
     Beast Bonding: 12.7 (5 base) 
 
     Body Control: 2.0 (1 base) 
 
     Light Armour: 6 (5 base) 
 
     Psionics: 0 
 
     Psi Armour: 0 
 
     Telekinesis: 6.1 (3 base) 
 
     Telepathy: 0 
 
     Will Regen.: 0 
 
       
 
     Magic Skills: 
 
     Air Magic: 12.8 (5 base) 
 
     Earth Magic: 12.8 (5 base) 
 
     Essence Regen.: 0 
 
     Fire Magic: 12.8 (5 base) 
 
     Supportive Magic: 7.6 (3 base) 
 
     Wands & Staffs: 0 
 
     Mystical garments: 0 
 
     Spellcasting: 12.8 (5 base) 
 
     Water Magic: 7.7 (3 base) 
 
       
 
     Racial Skills: 
 
     Longbow: 0 
 
     Longsword: 4 (5 base) 
 
   
 
    His magic skills had shown their value in the battle with the skeletons so he maximised his air, fire, water and earth magic skills again. The remaining skill points he added into telekinesis. Its increased power made teleport (self) a viable escape skill. This meant leaving his healing and sword skills unchanged in favour of increasing light armour and beast bonding. 
 
    Your base skill in beast bonding, light armour, telekinesis, air magic, earth magic, fire magic and water magic has increased to 7 (the maximum allowable at your current level).  
 
    His next task was to decide which combat abilities to unlock. 
 
    
     Available Combat Abilities (8 AP available) 
 
     Beast Bonding: Enrage Beast. 
 
     Body Control: Boost Health, Boost Speed. 
 
     Telekinesis: Teleport object, Hold. 
 
     Telepathy: Confusion, Terrify, Sleep. (Locked, skill of 1 required). 
 
     Air Magic: Shocking Hands, Blur. 
 
     Earth Magic: Earth Tremor, Poison Ward. 
 
     Fire Magic: Fire Shield. 
 
     Supportive Magic: Restore Health (Others), Healing Aura, Restore Mind, Detect Magic. 
 
     Water Magic: Freezing Hands, Ice Wall. 
 
     Longbow: Focused shot, Long shot, Quick shot. (Locked, skill of 1 required). 
 
     Longsword: Disarm, Focused strike. 
 
   
 
    His battle with the skeletons had taught him the danger of injuries in combat. He needed better personal protection and so he unlocked fire shield. 
 
    
     New ability learnt! 
 
     Ability: Fire shield 
 
     Skill: Fire magic. 
 
     Description: Creates a protective bubble around the caster that blocks incoming attacks and reflects damage back to melee attackers. Twice as effective against fire-based attacks. 
 
     Rank: Novice. 
 
     Cost: 40 Essence. 
 
     Execution time: 5 seconds. 
 
     Buff: A maximum of 10 x skill of non-fire damage blocked, or 20 x skill fire damage. 50% of the damage blocked is reflected back to melee opponents (spell may be applied to self only). 
 
     Duration: 10 seconds x skill. 
 
   
 
    Grasping roots had proved itself to be an effective crowd control spell. He decided to add to his repertoire by learning ice wall. 
 
    
     New ability learnt! 
 
     Ability: Ice wall 
 
     Skill: Water magic. 
 
     Description: Creates a frozen wall of ice at the targeted area. Warning: Only one ice wall may be active at a time. The wall is twice as resistant against water-based attacks. 
 
     Rank: Novice. 
 
     Cost: 40 Essence. 
 
     Execution time: 5 seconds. 
 
     Area of effect: Wall of length of 1m x skill at targeted area. Maximum wall width of 1m. 
 
     Range: Up to the caster’s direct line of sight. 
 
     Duration: 10 seconds x skill. 
 
     Debuff: Causes all creatures caught in the wall to be frozen. Cannot be resisted. Frozen creatures take damage over time. 
 
     Wall strength: 10 HP x skill. 
 
   
 
    As was becoming his practice now, he saved the remaining combat AP for a rainy day. Next, he considered his civilian skills and abilities. 
 
    
     Civilian Skills (4 SP Available) 
 
     Leadership Skills: 
 
     Commander: 0.7 (1 base) 
 
     Feudal Lord: 0 
 
     Governor: 0 
 
     Mage Lord: 2.4 (1 base) 
 
     Scrying: 1.4 (2 base) 
 
     Travelling: 1.4 (2 base) 
 
       
 
     Racial Skills: 
 
     Nature Lore: 2.4 (2 base) 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Available Civilian Abilities (1 AP available) 
 
     Commander: Share sight, Drain Minion Health. 
 
     Governor: Basic Torture, Interrogate, Drain Minion Will. (Locked, skill of 1 required). 
 
     Mage Lord: Channel novice spells, Drain Minion Essence. 
 
     Scrying: Detect Scrying. 
 
     Travelling: Travel (self), Teleport Barrier. 
 
     Nature Lore: Gather plants, Encourage growth, Harvest beast remains. 
 
   
 
    He again maximised nature lore, scrying, travelling.  
 
    Your base skill in nature lore and scrying has increased to 3 (the maximum allowable at your current level).  Your base skill in commander has increased to 2. 
 
    In light of his discoveries in the lake, gather plants would be a useful ability and so he unlocked it.  
 
    
     New ability learnt! 
 
     Ability: Gather plants 
 
     Skill: Nature lore. 
 
     Description: Enables the player to harvest plants and ingredients. 
 
     Rank: Novice. 
 
     Cost: 40 Stamina. 
 
     Execution time: 30 seconds. 
 
     Range: Caster’s touch. 
 
     Effect: Percentage of ingredients harvested is 1 x skill (rest of plant destroyed). 
 
   
 
    He reviewed his profile after his choices.  
 
    
     Profile (Condensed) 
 
     Name: Kyran Seversan 
 
     Race: Elf 
 
     Combat Level: 7 (53,235/56,000) 
 
     Civilian Level: 3 (6,075/12,000 XP) 
 
     Health: 70 / 70 
 
     Stamina: 470 / 500 
 
     Will: 1020 / 1020 
 
     Essence: 37 / 1200 
 
       
 
     Attacks 
 
     Physical: 10.4 (slash). 
 
     Mental: None. 
 
     Spell: 17.9 (fire) 
 
       
 
     Defences 
 
     Physical Defence: 8.7 
 
     Psi Defence:  7.0 
 
     Spell Defence: 7.0 
 
       
 
     Combat Skills 
 
     Beast Bonding: 17.8 (7 base) 
 
     Body Control: 2.0 (1 base) 
 
     Light Armour: 8.4 (7 base) 
 
     Psionics: 0 
 
     Psi Armour: 0 
 
     Telekinesis: 14.3 (7 base) 
 
     Telepathy: 0 
 
     Will Regen.: 0 
 
     Air Magic: 17.9 (7 base) 
 
     Earth Magic: 17.9 (7 base) 
 
     Essence Regen.: 0 
 
     Fire Magic: 17.9 (7 base) 
 
     Supportive Magic: 7.7 (3 base) 
 
     Wands & Staffs: 0 
 
     Mystical garments: 0 
 
     Spellcasting: 12.8 (5 base) 
 
     Water Magic: 17.9 (7 base) 
 
     Longbow (Racial): 0 
 
     Longsword (Racial): 4 (5 base) 
 
       
 
     Civilian Skills 
 
     Commander: 1.4 (2 base) 
 
     Feudal Lord: 0 
 
     Governor: 0 
 
     Mage Lord: 2.4 (1 base) 
 
     Scrying: 2.2 (3 base) 
 
     Travelling: 2.2 (3 base) 
 
     Nature Lore (Racial): 3.6 (3 base) 
 
       
 
     Vassals & Minions 
 
     Maximum allowed: 5 (7 base) 
 
     Current: None. 
 
       
 
     Combat Abilities (6 AP available) 
 
     Novice: 
 
     Beast Bond I, Extend Bond. 
 
     Truesight, Fire Dart, Slippery Ice, Grasping Roots, Fire Shield, Ice Wall. 
 
     Base: 
 
     Calm beast, Mind over matter, Teleport (self). 
 
     Blend, Barkskin, Flaming Hands, Restore Health (Self), Water Armour. 
 
       
 
     Civilian Abilities 
 
     Novice: 
 
     Travel (self), Basic Scrying, Gather Plants. 
 
     Base: 
 
     Inspiring, Channel Essence, Show Hostiles (map), Show Portals (map), Show Plants (map). 
 
       
 
     Equipped Items 
 
     Full set of Chitin armour (20 base armour). 
 
     Basic longsword (6-10 base slash damage). 
 
   
 
    Kyran was well satisfied with his progress. He had some time yet before he needed to turn in for the night. He decided to use the time diving for cave fungi.  
 
    After a physically strenuous hour of diving and gathering he had a respectable collection of cave fungi arrayed on the lake shore. 
 
    
     You have harvested 43 colonies of cave fungi (900 XP gained: 6,975/12,000 Civilian XP). 
 
     Acquired: Cave Fungi x 43. 
 
     Type: Food. 
 
     Weight: 4.3 kg (total). 
 
     Special properties: None. 
 
     Description: Edible source of food. 
 
   
 
    That night he had an especial treat for his supper. Seared rock beetle with drizzled cave fungi! Yummy. Chewing mechanically on his supper and reminding himself of all the upsides of variations in diet, he reflected on his day. Not only had he discovered another food source, he had discovered a potential way out of the cavern and perhaps a possible ally. His discoveries today had him feeling more upbeat and confident about the future. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Aveyad and Tyeliss paused at the shaft entrance. “The tracks end here again,” said Tyeliss.  
 
    Aveyad nodded, “It must have either fallen or jumped in.” 
 
    Tyeliss snorted, “Foolish of it, if it jumped in.” He paused, then asked, “Do you think it is still alive?” 
 
    “If it is, we will find it at the lake,” replied Aveyad. 
 
    Pointing at the tunnel ahead, Tyeliss said, “It will take us at least two days of hard travelling to reach the lake by this circuitous route. Should we abandon the skeletons and follow through the river?” 
 
    “No, we will need them when we meet the champion. We take the long route,” replied Aveyad. Avoiding the shaft, the hunting party set off once more in pursuit. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    

  

 
   
    
    First Contact 
 
      
 
    Can an Immortal be killed? Long has the Brotherhood speculated on this. In short, we do not know. But many amongst us fear that such is impossible. After all, why else would the Gods, after a war that spanned eons, imprison the Demons, their hated fellow immortals, instead of destroying them outright? And why too, would Eld entrap the Gods within the self-same prison instead of seeking their destruction? These are troubling questions, from which I can draw only one conclusion: that being Immortal, ‘death’ would not be final for such beings – from Observations on the Gods and their Champions, secret text of Dagzid, Brotherhood scholar. 
 
      
 
    You have slept 9 hours. Will, essence and stamina completely restored. The date is 05 Jul 2603 AB, and the time 10:04. 
 
    Day Five in Myelad, and Kyran began to believe that he would never see the sun again. Last night in an attempt to relieve aching muscles, he had formed a mattress from the cave fungi. Alas, it hadn’t worked. He had still awoken stiff and sore, but technically rested (according to the game at least) with full pools of essence, stamina and will. 
 
    He spent a few minutes loosening up, then packed up his meagre belongings and hiked to the spot his scrying had revealed to contain the decayed bones and broken spearhead. It was a short uneventful walk. Nearing the spot, he slowed his approach and scanned the surroundings cautiously. There was nothing in particular that warranted this cautious approach, nothing but the new streak of paranoia that was fast becoming ingrained in his psyche, courtesy of his harrowing experiences over the last few days in this subterranean world. 
 
    Reaching his destination proved anticlimactic. The broken spearhead was just that, and the decayed bones were unidentifiable. Kyran did not have the skill to decipher the age of the bones or the spearhead. For all he knew, they could be days old or hundreds of years old. Disappointed, he looked around. He could see no other signs of life. That left only the tunnel. 
 
    He stepped warily into the tunnel. Unlike the cavern it was dark and unilluminated. It stretched off in the distance without narrowing or sloping downwards. For this Kyran was grateful, he did not fancy heading yet deeper in the earth. Alert, he proceeded into the tunnel. 
 
    Expecting another long hike, Kyran was surprised when moving dots appeared on the edges of his map. These dots, encouragingly were not red, but a neutral grey. There were four of them and they approached from the hidden depths of the tunnel. 
 
    Caught unprepared and unexpectedly with potential friendlies, Kyran froze with indecision. Should he openly approach or first observe them from safety? His new sense of paranoia urged him to hide. Kyran rebelled. Such behaviour, he argued to himself, would not be in the spirit of the alliance he hoped to forge with this people. Intentions and trust mattered. Decided, he stood unarmed and in plain sight of the oncoming party. 
 
    With trepidation, Kyran watched the four creatures’ unhurried approach on his map. About thirty metres outside of his direct line of sight the creatures suddenly stopped, and excitedly started conversing with each other, in what to him, sounded like a serious of unintelligible clicks and growls.  Kyran frowned in consternation. He had counted on seeing the creatures first; but considering that they lived their entire lives in the deep earth, it was not unexpected that they had superior sight in this environment. 
 
    He had also expected to understand them. I thought players were multi-lingual on this world. Yet all he could hear was a series of unintelligible grunts. Having already committed to his plan, Kyran gambled further and advanced deliberately, in an unthreatening a manner as possible. The creatures continued to growl at each other, seemingly unconcerned by his approach. Twenty metres from the creatures, his truesight finally revealed them. They were short, stunted beings, each no more than one metre high, with scaly brown skin. Their faces were long and narrow and ended in pointed snouts that were filled with short razor-sharp teeth. Their tongues flicked out constantly, tasting the air. Their bare hands and feet ended in blunt claws. Each was primitively dressed and armed, with a shapeless piece of cloth loosely fastened around the body and a long, bone tipped spear in hand. To Kyran, the four creatures were indistinguishable from each other. Insight revealed them to be kobolds. 
 
    
     Creature: Feral Kobold 
 
     Type: Semi-Sentient (Savage) 
 
     Rarity:Uncommon 
 
     Level: 10 
 
     Health: 100 / 100 
 
     Attack: 7-12 (piercing) 
 
     Defences (Physical/ Psi/ Spell): 10 / 10 / 15 
 
       
 
     Special Effects: 
 
     Resistance to Fire (-50% fire damage). 
 
       
 
     Description: 
 
     Feral Kobolds are an offshoot of their more populous and advanced cousins, kobolds. Feral kobolds possess low intellect and are found living in the deep, dark corners of the earth. 
 
   
 
    Undeterred with the less than promising information, Kyran began addressing the feral kobolds, “Greetings friends, I –” 
 
    The creatures ceased their chatter and fixed their unblinking gazes upon him. Unobtrusively Kyran edged backwards. Without warning, one of the kobolds swung back his arm and flung his spear unerringly at Kyran. Kyran threw himself backwards, barely dodging in time. Scrambling to his feet, he tried again, “Wait, stop –” His only answer was another spear, this one less well aimed. “Please,” he cried. The other two kobolds charged. Abandoning diplomacy, Kyran turned and fled. The kobolds gave chase, growling and spurring each other on. 
 
    The kobolds were fast. Far faster than him and gained quickly.  With battle no longer avoidable, he resigned himself to combat and began casting. Still running, he wove his essence into a sparkling shield of fire around himself.  
 
    Spellcasting interrupted. You have failed to cast fire shield. 
 
    Unfortunately casting while on the run was not easy. His concentration was jarred by his split focus and the spell fizzled out multiple times before finally taking shape. Essence shot forth from him and the fire shield bubble popped into place around him.  
 
    You have cast fire shield. At an effective skill of 17.9, it will block 179 non-fire damage or 358 fire damage. Remaining duration: 179 seconds.  
 
    And not a moment too soon either. He finished casting just as the first kobold reached him. With no time to cast further buffs, he turned, drew his sword, and with a downward slash, struck at the kobold. 
 
    The kobold dodged his strike effortlessly and riposted with a thrust of his own. Caught flat-footed, Kyran failed to dodge the blow. The spear struck his shield with a clang and proceeded no further. 
 
    
     You have been hit by a feral kobold. No damage taken, 10 piercing damage blocked by your fire shield. Remaining shield strength: 169/179 HP. 
 
     0 Fire damage reflected back to the attacker (5 damage resisted). 
 
   
 
    A second kobold reached him. The other two had stopped to pick up their fallen spears and though, still trailing, were catching up fast. The second kobold moved to flank him and in sync with the first, thrust his spear at Kyran. Struck at from both sides at once, he again failed to block or dodge. 
 
    
     You have been hit by a feral kobold. No damage taken, 12 piercing damage blocked by your fire shield. Remaining shield strength: 157/179 HP. 
 
     You have been hit by a feral kobold. No damage taken, 8 piercing damage blocked by your fire shield. Remaining shield strength: 149/179 HP. 
 
   
 
    It was apparent he would not be able to battle the two kobolds simultaneously, much less four when the other two arrived. He backpedalled, and fighting defensively only, began casting again. He tried to block and dodge the kobolds attacks, while simultaneously channelling essence but lost concentration several times and had to restart casting each time. His dodges and blocks were also lacking, and repeated spear strikes hammered into his shield. 
 
    It was impossible. Splitting his focus was counterproductive. Kyran stopped blocking and let his fire shield absorb the incoming damage while he devoted attention to his spell.  
 
    Your fire shield has blocked damage from 12 hits by feral kobolds. Remaining shield strength: 23/179 HP. 
 
    It was almost destroyed before he finished casting his spell. He swept his gaze from one side of the tunnel to the other and drew a line of ice across it. His essence flew forth along the path of his gaze and rapidly cooled water particles in the air until they crystallized. Jagged ice walls sprang into existence, thudding into the tunnel floor. 
 
    
     You have cast ice wall. At an effective skill level of 17.9, a wall of length 17.9m has been placed. Remaining duration: 179 seconds. Remaining wall strength: 179/179 HP. 
 
     A feral kobold has been frozen within your ice wall and will sustain 2 freezing damage per second. 
 
   
 
    He placed the ice wall squarely on top of one of the two kobolds attacking him, encasing him within. The ice wall ran across the width of the tunnel, blocking it off completely. The two kobolds stuck on the far side ran up to the wall and immediately started chipping away at it. 
 
    Kyran turned his attention to the one still able to reach him. Alone now, the kobold circled him warily. Kyran, content to let him do so, retreated backwards and started casting his next spell.  Sensing the casting, the kobold realised his mistake and charged forward in an effort to disrupt the spell. He was too late. 
 
    
     You have cast grasping roots. At an effective skill level of 17.9, a field of radius 17.9m has been placed. Remaining duration: 179 seconds.  
 
     Each kobold has a 35% chance to resist the spell’s effects. 
 
     1 of 1 feral kobolds within area of effect resisted debuff. 
 
     0 of 1 feral kobolds entangled (immobilized). 
 
   
 
    The kobold resisted the grasping roots on the first and second steps of his charge. On the third he was caught fast. Kyran, unimpeded by the roots which parted for him, darted forward. He struck out with an overhand slash. The kobold, entangled, could not dodge. Instead it ignored the falling blow and countered with a thrust of its spear. Mid-blow, Kyran sidestepped and changing the angle of his slash, brought it crashing down on the kobold’s spear. The longsword sliced smoothly through the shaft. Not pausing, Kyran pressed his advantage. He deftly circled the kobold, who weaponless, frantically tried to turn and face him. Ruthless, Kyran grabbed the smaller kobold from behind and thrust his sword brutally through its back. 
 
    
     You have dealt a vital strike (to the heart) of a feral kobold for 100 piercing damage. Remaining health: 0 / 100. 
 
     You have killed a feral kobold (4,830 XP gained: 58,065/56,000 combat XP). 
 
     You have obtained a total of 56,000 combat XP and are now level 8. 9 Combat skill points and 1 ability point gained. 
 
   
 
    With adrenaline and blood rushing he turned, searching for the remaining three kobolds. One remained trapped in the ice wall, another was still pounding at it and the third was running back up the tunnel from whence it came. 
 
    Grimly, Kyran set himself to finish the battle. He sprinted towards the remaining two kobolds. As he neared the wall, the unhindered kobold stopped its futile pounding and looked fearfully at Kyran through it. A few steps from the wall, Kyran willed his body to dissociate, and propelling it forward through space, teleported forward. 
 
    You have cast teleport (self) and teleported 3m. 
 
    He coalesced back into being behind the hapless kobold and without hesitation buried his sword in its back. 
 
    
     You have dealt a vital strike (to the heart) of a feral kobold for 100 piercing damage. 
 
     You have killed a feral kobold (4,830 XP gained: 62,895/72,000 combat XP). 
 
   
 
    He glanced up the tunnel, but the fleeing kobold was beyond his reach. He turned back to the ice wall and the kobold still frozen within. He activated flaming hands and pressed them to the ice wall. Within a few seconds, his hands burnt through to the kobold, and before the dazed kobold could react he plunged his sword through its neck. 
 
    
     You have dealt a vital strike (to the throat) of a feral kobold for 100 piercing damage. 
 
     You have killed a feral kobold (4,830 XP gained: 67,725/72,000 combat XP). 
 
   
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Leaving the frozen and now dead kobold trapped in the ice wall, he searched the other kobold’s body. Other than its spear, the only item it bore was a crude leather satchel strapped over its back. Kyran inspected the spear and satchel. 
 
    
     Found: Crude feral kobold bone spear. 
 
     Type: Weapon. 
 
     Weight: 1.8 kg. 
 
     Rank: Common. 
 
     Damage: 10-15 Piercing or Slashing. 
 
     Condition: Poor. 
 
     Description: A crude bone spear. You do not have the skill (two-handed weapons) to wield this in combat. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Found: Basic leather bag. 
 
     Type: Item.  
 
     Weight: 0.2 kg.  
 
     Rank: Common.  
 
     Description: A crude leather bag for holding stuff. 
 
   
 
    He stashed both the spear and empty bag in his inventory and teleported back across the wall. The kobold on this side had nothing of value.  
 
    With the battle over and the danger passed, Kyran’s bloodlust ebbed away. In the battle’s aftermath, he trembled with the emotions coursing through him. The kobolds unwarranted attack had enraged him. So betrayed had he felt, that he had been overcome with a burning desire for vengeance. His fears and doubts had fled. He had killed ruthlessly and efficiently, without pause or hesitation. He still felt violence bubbling within him, waiting to be unleashed again. Troubled, Kyran wondered at what he was becoming, and whether he was better for it. With this uneasy thought, he headed back to the lake to prepare for the retaliation that the escaped kobold would undoubtedly summon forth. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    

  

 
   
    
    Aftermath 
 
      
 
    It is well known that the gods are forbidden by the Rules from direct interference in the Game. This is commonly assumed to mean that the gods cannot manifest on Myelad. This is incorrect. The gods can and frequently do manifest on the mortal plane. 
 
    Such manifestations however are dangerous for the gods, since while they may be attacked with impunity, the game prevents any response on their part. For this reason, the gods usually limit their manifestations to highly secure environments such as their high temples. It is not clear why the gods fear attack on the mortal plane, or what the results of such an attack would be – there having been no recorded instance of a successful attack against a god – however it is clear that they fear such.  – from Observations on the Gods and their Champions, secret text of Dagzid, Brotherhood scholar. 
 
      
 
    Back at the cavern, Kyran scouted for a secure location to use as his base. A spot he could retreat to, rest, and if need be, remain hidden. His scrying yesterday had revealed a few potential options. 
 
    The first was a tunnel which had initially appeared to be well concealed. On further investigation however, it was revealed to be quite visible when approached from above. The second and third options were ledges. Taking the lessons learnt from the shadow spider to heart, Kyran recognised that a high unreachable base would be ideal. Unfortunately, both ledges proved unsuitable. The first was not as unclimbable as it had originally appeared. The second was too small - he would likely fall off. 
 
    The last potential spot was also the least likely to be suitable. It was a natural crevice high up on the shear lake cavern walls, unreachable by normal means. When he had scryed it earlier, it had appeared to be little more than a patch of darkness. Kyran was uncertain that it was anything more than a crack in the cavern walls. Its entrance was too small for even a kobold to scramble through, and from the outside at least, it showed no signs of expanding sufficiently to house even one small elf. However, long shot or not, it was his last viable option. 
 
    He sat down and scryed the inside of the crevice. To his relief, his scrying revealed it to continue much deeper into the rock structure. Eventually, it widened into a small concealed cave. It was perfect. He subdued his rising excitement. There was one more test to carry out. He closed his eyes and cast the travelling spell, travel (self). It was his first attempt at this spell. Kyran began the spell in a similar manner to scrying. He projected his mind to the targeted spot, the concealed cave. Instead of revealing it, as he would attempt when scrying, he instead anchored his mind and spirit to the spot. Next, he carefully deconstructed his body at the lake shore. Then, with a controlled burst of essence, he pulled the deconstructed elements of his body to his anchor at the cave and laboriously reconstructed himself. 
 
    You have cast travel (self) and teleported 103m (100 XP gained: 7,600/12,000 Civilian XP). Execution time: 5 minutes. 
 
    The travelling spell was both wondrous and extremely dangerous. Superficially it was similar to the teleport (self) spell, but the mechanics were completely different. With the teleport spell his body moved through space to the targeted spot. This spell had been more elegant and demanding. It had required him to fully deconstruct and reconstruct himself. Any mishap or lapse of concentration on his part could have triggered a flawed reconstruction. The results of which could be anything from missing limbs or even death. Hence the long cast time and its unsuitability for use in combat. To cast the spell again, he would need to find temporary safety, a spot where he could remain undisturbed for at least a few minutes. 
 
    He opened his eyes and looked around, then down upon himself. In relief he saw all appeared normal. It had been a risk attempting the spell, but one well worth the rewards. And with time and practice it would get easier - hopefully.  
 
    The cave was bare and uninhabited. Like the main lake cavern, it was suffused with a gentle light. Here however he could trace the source of light. He stood and gingerly approached the patches of light that emanated from the walls. 
 
    
     Found: Luminous Cave Moss. 
 
     Type: Crafting ingredient. 
 
     Weight: 0.1 kg. 
 
     Rank: Rare. 
 
     Special properties: Source of dim light. 
 
     Description: Inedible form of cave moss that generates its own light. Your skill is insufficient to safely harvest luminous cave moss (journeyman rank required). 
 
   
 
    Well, that was at least one mystery explained. It was unfortunate that he could not harvest the luminous moss, it would have made a handy portable light source. At least he would get to enjoy its benefits here in the cave. 
 
    Secure at last, Kyran sat back down and felt the remaining tension that he was still unconsciously carrying, drain away. The battle and its outcome disturbed him deeply, more so than his previous encounters with the undead and beasts. This time, he had killed thinking beings, three of them. It felt as if he had crossed a line. Become a killer. He knew of course that he had been given little choice in the matter, yet still his actions distressed him. Where would this path take him? 
 
    These were troubling thoughts which he did not feel ready to face just yet. Instead, he considered the kobolds. What, he wondered, had prompted them to attack him? He had been careful to show no threat, to appear harmless. Is that what had sparked their actions? Had they mistaken his unthreatening posture for weakness? Seen easy prey? He shook his head sadly, there was no way to know, and the unpalatable truth was that the reasons did not matter. Not anymore. He could not afford to let doubt assail him now, not if he wanted to survive. What mattered was that he had made another set of enemies. One that he was certain, given their aggressive nature, would retaliate, and soon.  
 
    He pondered his tactics for the upcoming confrontation. His insight had revealed the kobolds to be resistant to magic - fire magic in particular. It was clear he could not rely on magic to inflict damage to the kobolds, for that he would have to rely on his mental and physical abilities. But for all the kobolds’ inherent spell resistances, his magic had still played a decisive role in the outcome of the battle. With it, he had effectively controlled the battlefield. 
 
    He had levelled up during the battle with the kobolds but his magic needed no further development for now, it had proven to be more than up to the task of crowd controlling the kobolds. What he needed was more damage output. He would focus on that. He opened the mental constructs for his combat skills and abilities. 
 
    
     You have 9 Combat SP and 8 AP available. 
 
     Combat Skills (9 SP available) 
 
     Psi Skills: 
 
     Beast Bonding: 17.8 (7 base) 
 
     Body Control: 2.0 (1 base) 
 
     Light Armour: 8.4 (7 base) 
 
     Psionics: 0 
 
     Psi Armour: 0 
 
     Telekinesis: 14.3 (7 base) 
 
     Telepathy: 0 
 
     Will Regen.: 0 
 
       
 
     Magic Skills: 
 
     Air Magic: 17.9 (7 base) 
 
     Earth Magic: 17.9 (7 base) 
 
     Essence Regen.: 0 
 
     Fire Magic: 17.9 (7 base) 
 
     Supportive Magic: 7.7 (3 base) 
 
     Wands & Staffs: 0 
 
     Mystical garments: 0 
 
     Spellcasting: 12.8 (5 base) 
 
     Water Magic: 17.9 (7 base) 
 
       
 
     Racial Skills: 
 
     Longbow: 0 
 
     Longsword: 4 (5 base) 
 
   
 
    He had 9 SP and 8 AP available – one from his recent levelling and 7 that he had been saving for a rainy day. Today was that day. Thus far he had not invested in telepathy, not wanting to dilute his skills too much. He had focused instead on maximising a few skills. His current circumstances however, demanded a different approach. He invested 1 SP into telepathy to unlock the skill and base ability. 
 
    
     New ability learnt! 
 
     Ability: Mind shock 
 
     Skill: Telepathy. 
 
     Description: This ability shocks the mind of the target, causing psi damage.  At higher skill levels this ability may be directed at specific nerve centres. 
 
     Rank: Base. 
 
     Cost: 40 Will. 
 
     Execution time: Instantaneous. 
 
     Range: Up to the caster’s direct line of sight. 
 
     Damage: Inflicts a maximum of 1 x skill of psionic damage to the target. 
 
   
 
    Hmm, he thought. If he increased his telepathy to 8, his effective skill would be 16.3. Sixteen ranged damage per strike against the kobolds, who had low psi defence, would be devastating. Decided, he maxed out his telepathy skill level. 
 
    Your base skill in telepathy has increased to 8 (the maximum allowable at your current level). 
 
    The choice of abilities was more complex. With 8 combat AP available he could splurge on abilities and unlock as many as possible or… using the player ability, More Skills, he could convert some of his AP into SP to raise his neglected non-magical skills. In particular, body control and longswords appealed to him. 
 
    
     New ability used! 
 
     Ability: More Skills 
 
     Skill: None (player ability). 
 
     Description: This is a special ability that allows the player to convert ability points (AP) into skill points (SP) of the same category. Warning: this process is irreversible and cannot be undone once completed. 
 
     Cost: This ability requires no energy. 
 
     Execution time: Instantaneous. 
 
     Effect: 1 AP yields 2 SP. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     You have used the ability, More Skills and converted 5 AP into 10 combat SP. Remaining combat SP =11 and AP=3. 
 
     Your base skill in longsword and body control has increased to 8 (the maximum allowable at your current level). 
 
   
 
    With that done, he perused the available abilities. 
 
    
     You have 1 Combat SP and 3 AP available. 
 
     Available Combat Abilities (3 AP available) 
 
     Beast Bonding: Enrage Beast. 
 
     Body Control: Boost Health, Boost Speed. 
 
     Telekinesis: Teleport object, Hold. 
 
     Telepathy: Confusion, Terrify, Sleep. 
 
     Air Magic: Shocking Hands, Blur. 
 
     Earth Magic: Earth Tremor, Poison Ward. 
 
     Fire Magic: (None). 
 
     Supportive Magic: Restore Health (Others), Healing Aura, Restore Mind, Detect Magic. 
 
     Water Magic: Freezing Hands. 
 
     Longsword: Disarm, Focused strike. 
 
   
 
    With mind shock, he could effectively deal ranged damage to the kobolds. The trick would be to keep the kobolds at bay, and for that additional crowd control would come in handy.  
 
    It was a toss-up between the four mind abilities - sleep, confusion, terrify and hold. All could be equally useful, depending on the exact mechanics of each. He began, by unlocking confusion. 
 
    
     New ability learnt! 
 
     Ability: Confusion 
 
     Skill: Telepathy. 
 
     Description: This ability causes the targets in the area of effect to become impaired with a random mental debuff. Warning: The ability cannot be used again until the debuff status on all previous targets has lapsed. 
 
     Rank: Novice. 
 
     Cost: 40 Will. 
 
     Execution time: 5 seconds. 
 
     Area of effect: Radius of 1m x skill around target. 
 
     Range: Up to the caster’s direct line of sight. 
 
     Duration: 10 seconds x skill. 
 
     Debuff: Causes hostile creatures in the area of effect to become dazed, stunned, enraged, unconscious, charmed or terrified. May be resisted. 
 
   
 
    Excellent, thought Kyran, it would do nicely. Briefly, he debated unlocking another ability, but eventually decided that with the confusion ability, he had sufficient crowd control. He did however need to improve the efficiency of his psi energy usage, so instead he converted his remaining AP into SP and raised his psionic skill. 
 
    
     You have used the ability, More Skills and converted 2 AP into 4 combat SP. Remaining combat SP =5 and AP=0. 
 
     Psionics: This skill reduces the cost of all psi abilities (by 2% x skill level). 
 
     Your base skill in psionics has increased from 0 to 5 (with an effective skill level of 10.2). At an effective skill level of 10.2, all psionic ability costs are decreased by 20%. 
 
   
 
    Kyran opened his profile and reviewed the changes to his character. 
 
    
     Profile (Condensed) 
 
     Name: Kyran Seversan 
 
     Race: Elf 
 
     Combat Level: 8 (67,725/72,000), 
 
     Civilian Level: 3 (7,600/12,000 XP). 
 
     Health: 80 / 80 
 
     Stamina: 400/500 
 
     Will:  920/1020 
 
     Essence: 1020/1200 
 
       
 
     Attacks 
 
     Physical: 10.6 (slash). 
 
     Mental: 16.3 (psi). 
 
     Spell: 17.9 (fire). 
 
       
 
     Defences 
 
     Physical Defence: 9.7 
 
     Psi Defence:  8.0 
 
     Spell Defence: 8.0 
 
       
 
     Combat Skills 
 
     Beast Bonding: 17.8 (7 base) 
 
     Body Control: 16.3 (8 base) 
 
     Light Armour: 8.4 (7 base) 
 
     Psionics: 10.2 (5 base) 
 
     Psi Armour: 0 
 
     Telekinesis: 14.3 (7 base) 
 
     Telepathy: 16.3 (8 base) 
 
     Will Regen.: 0 
 
     Air Magic: 17.9 (7 base) 
 
     Earth Magic: 17.9 (7 base) 
 
     Essence Regen.: 0 
 
     Fire Magic: 17.9 (7 base) 
 
     Supportive Magic: 7.7 (3 base) 
 
     Wands & Staffs: 0 
 
     Mystical garments: 0 
 
     Spellcasting: 12.8 (5 base) 
 
     Water Magic: 17.9 (7 base) 
 
     Longbow (Racial): 0 
 
     Longsword (Racial): 6.4 (8 base) 
 
       
 
     Civilian Skills 
 
     Commander: 1.4 (2 base) 
 
     Feudal Lord: 0 
 
     Governor: 0 
 
     Mage Lord: 2.4 (1 base) 
 
     Scrying: 2.2 (3 base) 
 
     Travelling: 2.2 (3 base) 
 
     Nature Lore (Racial): 3.6 (3 base) 
 
       
 
     Vassals & Minions 
 
     Maximum allowed: 5 (8 base) 
 
     Current: None. 
 
       
 
     Combat Abilities 
 
     Novice: 
 
     Beast Bond I, Extend Bond, Confusion. 
 
     Truesight, Fire Dart, Slippery Ice, Grasping Roots, Fire Shield, Ice Wall. 
 
     Base: 
 
     Calm beast, Mind over matter, Teleport (self), Mind shock. 
 
     Blend, Barkskin, Flaming Hands, Restore Health (Self), Water Armour. 
 
       
 
     Civilian Abilities 
 
     Novice: 
 
     Travel (self), Basic Scrying, Gather Plants. 
 
     Base: 
 
     Inspiring, Channel Essence, Show Hostiles (map), Show Portals (map), Show Plants (map). 
 
       
 
     Equipped Items 
 
     Full set of Chitin armour (20 base armour). 
 
     Basic longsword (6-10 base slash damage). 
 
   
 
    That done, Kyran left the cave to begin his preparations for the kobold retaliation.  
 
    

  

 
   
    
    Confrontation 
 
      
 
    Portals are arcane constructs that enable instantaneous travel between two distant locations. Portals can be constructed as part of a network, in which case each portal is identified with a unique address. Alternatively, portals may be constructed as a closed system. They may be locked or disabled by the portal master at any time. 
 
    The construction of a portal is a laborious exercise, requiring many years and valuable materials to construct. To remain operable, a portal requires a significant and constant supply of essence. For this reason, there have only been twelve portals ever created on Myelad, one for each essence well – Excerpt from Modern Marvels of Essence Technology, by Sorceress Lillian Aimes.  
 
      
 
    Kyran was bored. He began to believe he had been wrong. That the kobolds would not retaliate. He was concealed behind an outcropping of boulders about fifty metres from the tunnel entrance. His lookout position was slightly elevated and provided him with direct line of sight to the tunnel. The ground between was flat and devoid of any cover. A perfect spot for an ambush. 
 
    He had been waiting for hours. He had turned his plans for the upcoming battle over in his mind countless times already. However, without new data, there was only so much he could revise and analyse. He was on the verge of abandoning his vigil when his player’s map pinged. 
 
    A flood of dots filed down the tunnel. This time they were red. More dots appeared, then more… and more. With trepidation, he counted twenty-four. That was far more kobolds than he expected – if this was indeed kobolds. It did not bode well. Feverishly he tossed about madcap schemes and ran frantic calculations through his mind. Could he handle twenty-four kobolds? Yes. No. Maybe. Dammit, thought Kyran, there is too many of them. Too many to be certain of the outcome. Engaging would be a risk. But what other options were there? Flee into the kobold tunnel – and risk running into more kobolds? Or hide in the cavern – but how long could he do so? He was one against many, and eventually simple numbers would tell or his vigilance would fail, and he would be found out. No. Best to act now, while he retained the advantage of surprise. He took a deep, calming breath and cast his buffs.  
 
    
     You have activated mind over matter. At an effective skill of 16.3 it has increased all body attributes by 16. 
 
     You have cast barkskin. At an effective skill of 17.9 you have gained +8 natural armour.  
 
     You have cast fire shield. At an effective skill of 17.9, it will block 179 non-fire damage or 358 fire damage. 
 
   
 
    Prepared, he waited for the hostiles to enter the cavern. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    
     Profile (Summary) 
 
     Name: Kyran Seversan 
 
     Race: Elf 
 
     Level: 8 / 3 
 
     Health: 104 / 104 (base 80) 
 
     Attack (Physical/ Psi/ Spell): 10.9 (slash) / 16.3 / 17.9 (fire) 
 
     Defences (Physical/ Psi/ Spell): 11.0 (base 9.7) / 8 / 8 
 
     Shield strength: 179 / 179 (fire shield) 
 
       
 
     Stamina: 400/500 
 
     Will: 920/1020 
 
     Essence: 920/1200 
 
       
 
     Active Effects: 
 
     Mind over Matter (+16.0 to each body attribute), 
 
     Barkskin (+8 Natural Armour), 179 seconds remaining. 
 
     Fire shield (179 damage blocked), 179 seconds remaining. 
 
     Blend (invisible), 2 hours remaining. 
 
     Truesight (17.9m), 2.3 hours remaining. 
 
   
 
    Tense with pre-battle nerves, he gripped his longsword in sweaty palms and waited. After endless seconds the enemy appeared. Unhurriedly, a kobold party entered the cavern. They kept no formation, but moved in an unruly crowd. Like the previous kobolds he had encountered, most were armed with bone tipped spears and wore threadbare clothing. Carefree, the kobolds chattered to each other in their guttural, unintelligible language. There were no scouts. No lookouts. None scanned about them, wary of attack. Dumbfounded, Kyran stared in amazement at the spectacle. He almost doubted that this was a war party out for vengeance. But no, by their numbers, composition and weapons they could be nothing else. They ambled on a direct path to the lake. Good, he thought. They were overconfident. It would improve the odds immeasurably. 
 
    At the head of the kobold war party were two elaborately outfitted individuals. They at least appeared to take the business of war more seriously and warranted further attention. He studied them carefully. Each was dressed in a gaudy feathered headdress and tattered cloak; and carried a gnarly wooden staff. Unlike the other kobolds, they were tight lipped and focused. Here was the real threat. He would have to eliminate them first. He cast insight on them. 
 
    
     Creature: Feral Kobold Shaman (War Party Leader) 
 
     Type: Semi-Sentient (Savage) 
 
     Rarity:Uncommon 
 
     Level: 15 
 
     Health: 120 / 120 
 
     Attack: 16-20 (earth) 
 
     Defences (Physical/ Psi/ Spell): 15 / 15 / 23 
 
       
 
     Special Effects: 
 
     Resistance to Fire (-50% fire damage). 
 
       
 
     Description: 
 
     Shamans are influential individuals in the feral kobold tribes and typically specialise in healing and earth magics. They are usually found in leadership positions within a tribe.  
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Creature: Feral Kobold Shaman 
 
     Type: Semi-Sentient (Savage) 
 
     Rarity:Uncommon 
 
     Level: 12 
 
     Health: 110 / 110 
 
     Attack: 12-16 (earth) 
 
     Defences (Physical/ Psi/ Spell): 12 / 15 / 20 
 
       
 
     Special Effects: 
 
     Resistance to Fire (-50% fire damage). 
 
       
 
     Description: 
 
     Shamans are influential individuals in the feral kobold tribes and typically specialise in healing and earth magics. They are usually found in leadership positions within a tribe.  
 
   
 
    Two magic users, damn. Another surprise that he had not anticipated. Should he reconsider? No, he would forge ahead with his attack, but would adjust his plans slightly. If he removed the shamans early, the odds should still favour him.  
 
    Casting doubt aside, he launched his opening salvo, targeting the shamans and surrounding kobolds. 
 
    
     You have cast confusion. At an effective skill of 16.3, the field of effect applies to all hostiles in a radius of 16.3m around the target.  
 
     Each kobold has a 18% chance and each kobold shaman a 43% chance to resist the spell’s effects. 
 
     5 of 15 Feral kobolds within area of effect resisted debuff. 
 
     1 of 2 Kobold shamans resisted within area of effect resisted debuff. 
 
     10 of 15 Feral kobolds confused (4 dazed, 1 stunned, 1 enraged, 2 unconscious, 2 charmed, 0 terrified). 
 
     Feral kobold shaman (war party leader) confused (terrified). 
 
     Remaining duration 163 seconds. 
 
   
 
    The kobold party devolved into chaos. Some of the kobolds fell down unconscious, others stood dazed or stunned. The enraged and charmed attacked their fellows. The unaffected ones looked on, bewildered. 
 
    Kyran sprang into action. He teleported behind the unafflicted shaman. Before the shaman registered his presence, he struck him down with a lethal blow from behind, plunging his sword unerringly through the shaman’s neck. 
 
    
     You have dealt a vital strike (to the throat) of a kobold shaman for 110 piercing damage. 
 
     You have killed a kobold shaman (13,230 XP gained: 80,955/72,000 combat XP). 
 
     You have obtained a total of 72,000 combat XP and are now level 9. 9 Combat skill points and 2 ability points gained. 
 
   
 
    He searched for the other, but the terrified shaman was gone. Kyran caught a glimpse of his bobbing head before it disappeared within the crowd. He had no choice, but to let him go. He turned his attention to the nearby kobold warriors. The nearest two were dazed. The rest milled about in confusion and appeared still unaware of his presence amidst them. Not squandering the remaining element of surprise, he casted grasping roots over the area. 
 
    
     You have cast grasping roots. At an effective skill level of 17.9, a field of radius 17.9m has been placed. Remaining duration: 179 seconds.  
 
     Each kobold has a 35% chance to resist the spell’s effects. 
 
     10 of 16 feral kobolds within area of effect resisted debuff. 
 
     6 of 16 feral kobolds entangled (immobilized).  
 
     You have taken hostile action and are no longer invisible. 
 
   
 
    Most of the kobolds resisted the initial effect of the spell. Kyran was not troubled by this. Its effects would be reapplied once they tried to move across it. He turned to the nearest kobold warrior. 
 
    
     Feral kobold (dazed). Remaining health: 100/100. 
 
     Dazed opponents have drastically reduced awareness of their surroundings. Direct hostile action against them will remove the dazed effect. 
 
   
 
    Not wasting the opportunity, Kyran thrust his sword forward, instantly killing the dazed kobold. 
 
    You have killed a feral kobold (4,830 XP gained: 85,785/200,000 combat XP). 
 
    Moving on, he turned to the kobold on his right and slashed downwards. An errant jerk from the kobold fouled his strike. His killing blow turned into a glancing one, and drew a line of red down the kobold’s torso. The kobold shrieked. The dazed effect dissipated and his eyes snapped into focus. In rage, the kobold thrust his spear at Kyran who was caught flat-footed by the its sudden recovery. He failed to parry the blow. 
 
    You have been hit by a feral kobold. No damage taken, 10 piercing damage blocked by your fire shield. Remaining shield strength: 169/179 HP. 
 
    He retreated backwards as his shield absorbed the damage. The kobold advanced, not giving Kyran an opportunity to recover. Forced on the defensive, Kyran frantically parried. 
 
    The kobolds shriek had not gone unnoticed. It attracted the attention of the unafflicted kobolds. Whooping in fury, they charged Kyran, but accomplished little more than ensnaring themselves in the grasping roots. Spotting the approaching mass, Kyran abandoned his exchange with the injured kobold. He turned and fled. The kobold gave chase. On the run, Kyran teleported forward.  
 
    You have cast teleport (self) and teleported 22m. 
 
    Momentarily out of melee range, he about faced and cast mind shock. He summoned his will and flung a psi bolt at the pursing kobold. In an electric surge, the roiling ball of psi raced forward. 
 
    Your mind shock has hit a feral kobold for 10 psi damage. Remaining health: 68/100 HP. 
 
    The psi bolt ripped through its target’s unshielded mind. The kobold stumbled, clutching feebly at his head. Unrelenting, Kyran kept up his psi attacks.  
 
    
     Your mind shock has hit a feral kobold for 16 psi damage. Remaining health: 52/100 HP. 
 
     Your mind shock has hit a feral kobold for 15 psi damage. Remaining health: 37/100 HP. 
 
     Your mind shock has hit a feral kobold for 12 psi damage. Remaining health: 25/100 HP. 
 
     Your mind shock has hit a feral kobold for 10 psi damage. Remaining health: 15/100 HP. 
 
     Your mind shock has hit a feral kobold for 16 psi damage. Remaining health: 0/100 HP. 
 
     You have killed a feral kobold (4,830 XP gained: 90,615/200,000 combat XP). 
 
   
 
    The kobold quickly succumbed, felled by the storm of psi bolts. In the momentary lull, Kyran assessed the battle. Only three of the twenty-four kobolds were dead. In the root field, ten kobolds struggled towards him. Beyond it, a small battle raged as the charmed and enraged kobolds fought their companions. There was no sign of the other kobold shaman. He checked his battle log; the confusion spell would remain active for another 100 seconds. 
 
    He needed to stay out of melee range, else he would be overwhelmed by numbers alone. He continued his retreat and increased his distance from the pursuing kobolds. To further hamper their efforts, he cast slippery ice between the root field and himself.  
 
    He took up position at the edge of the ice field and unleashed a deadly barrage of psi bolts upon the kobold warriors. Under the assault of the psionic bombardment, the kobolds plight was made worse as they stumbled and slipped through the hostile root and ice fields. 
 
    
     You have cast 12 mind shocks and dealt a total of 170 psi damage. Cost: 384 Will. 
 
     You have killed 2 feral kobolds (9,660 XP gained: 100,275/200,000 combat XP). 
 
   
 
    Two more kobolds perished before the pursuing warband even covered half the distance of the ice field, but his reserve of will was nearly depleted. Concerned, he called up his status for review. 
 
    
     Essence: 840/1200 
 
     Will: 80/1020 
 
     Stamina: 360/580 
 
   
 
    His battle plan was in danger of crumbling. He had failed to account for the hefty energy cost of the psi bolts. The psionic skill had not reduced the cost nearly enough. Undaunted yet, he changed tact and cast ice wall on the eight kobolds scrambling through the ice field. 
 
    
     You have cast ice wall. At an effective skill level of 17.9, a wall of length 17.9m has been placed. Remaining duration: 179 seconds. Remaining wall strength: 179/179 HP. 
 
     4 feral kobolds have been frozen within your ice wall and will each sustain 2 freezing damage per second. 
 
   
 
    The remaining four kobolds ignored their companions’ plight and struggled onwards to Kyran. 60 seconds remained on the confusion spell. He would have to finish these four quickly, before the other kobolds regained their senses. Unfortunately, he could not take the attack to them on the ice field, he would be in as much danger of slipping as the kobolds. Unlike the root field, the ice field affected all creatures upon its surface and not just hostiles. Instead, at the edge of the ice field, he drew his sword and waited. 
 
    The first kobold stumbled out of the ice field, with his fellows close behind. Kyran chopped downwards, not allowing the warrior to regain his balance. Seeing the descending blade, the kobold turned his fall into a tumble and rolled forwards, slipping under Kyran’s blow. Kyran followed. He slashed downwards again, this time in a mighty two-handed blow. Still on his knees, in the midst of regaining his feet, the kobold tried to ward off the blow with his spear. 
 
    Kyran’s blade sang effortless through the spear, and with little trouble, continued into the kobold, splitting him open from sternum to rib cage. The kobold collapsed, lifeless.  
 
    You have killed a feral kobold with a vital strike (4,830 XP gained: 105,105/200,000 combat XP). 
 
    Blinking furiously to clear his blood-spattered eyes, Kyran turned. Only to find himself in the path of three spear thrusts. Reflexively, he thrust out his sword, and barely managed to turn the first spear. The other two continued unopposed – until they bounced off his fire shield.  
 
    
     You have been hit by a feral kobold. No damage taken, 10 piercing damage blocked by your fire shield. Remaining shield strength: 169/179 HP. 
 
     You have been hit by a feral kobold. No damage taken, 11 piercing damage blocked by your fire shield. Remaining shield strength: 158/179 HP. 
 
   
 
    The kobolds fell back in surprise. Foregoing defence, and mindful that he needed to end this battle quickly, Kyran stepped into the three kobolds, crowding them and nullifying the long reach of their spears. Retaining his two-handed grip on the longsword, he hacked viciously downwards. Left then right. Both blows landed, and two of the kobolds facing him staggered back, blood gushing from their torsos.  
 
    
     You have hit a feral kobold for 9 slashing damage. Remaining health: 88/100 HP.  
 
     You have hit a feral kobold for 7 slashing damage. Remaining health: 63/100 HP. 
 
   
 
    The third struck futilely at him, unable to pierce his fire shield. Ignoring its attacks, Kyran charged the injured kobolds. With a two-handed thrust he pierced the heart of the first. Without pause, he reversed the thrust, stepped forward and with a whirling backhanded cleaved through the neck of the second.  
 
    
     You have killed a feral kobold with a vital strike (4,830 XP gained: 109,935/200,000 combat XP). 
 
     You have killed a feral kobold with a vital strike (4,830 XP gained: 114,765/200,000 combat XP). 
 
   
 
    Lifeless marionettes, both kobolds fell. Gore spattered, Kyran turned towards the remaining kobold. Under his grim gaze, the kobold hesitated momentarily. Then visibly gathering his courage, the warrior charged suicidally forward, spear first. With little effort, Kyran sidestepped the thrust, and using the kobolds own momentum, neatly severed his head. The corpse’s head tumbled free, and silence momentarily descended. 
 
    You have killed a feral kobold with a vital strike (4,830 XP gained: 119,595/200,000 combat XP). 
 
    Beholding the ghastly scene shocked Kyran free from his battle frenzy. In the skirmish with the kobolds, he had reacted instantly and instinctively, without conscious thought or regard for the carnage he wrought. The adrenaline seeped out from his body, leaving him weak and trembling from strung out nerves and worn-out limbs. In horror he surveyed the evidence of his savagery. The butchered corpses of the four slain kobolds surrounded him. He, himself, was liberally spattered and dripping with blood, none of it his own. He convulsed in revulsion and self-loathing. What have I become? 
 
    A feral scream in the distance broken through his self-incriminations. He looked up. In the ice wall, the four kobolds were still frozen, dying slowly from ongoing freeze damage. They were no threat. Beyond the ice field, the root field had dissipated, and charging towards him were the surviving kobolds. During the melee, he had received death messages from the victims of the confusion spell. The two charmed and enraged kobolds were dead, killed by their fellows, but not before they managed to take two others with them. That left six able kobolds, including the shaman. All of whom, were recklessly charging towards him. 
 
    Dispassionately he watched them. He could not comprehend the folly that spurred them on. He had already killed three quarters their numbers, and yet they still pursued him. Why did they not flee? Did they have no sense of self-preservation? He was sick of the killing he had done here already, and yet it seemed he would be forced to do more. Resigned, he recast grasping roots ahead of the charging kobolds. 
 
    Predictably, the kobolds charged straight into it, on a direct path to Kyran, where unsurprisingly they became quickly entangled. The warriors thrashed and hacked once more. The shaman, entangled as well, raised his staff and launched a series of projectiles at Kyran. 
 
    You have been hit by a kobold shaman. No damage taken, 18 earth damage blocked by your fire shield. Remaining shield strength: 169/179 HP. 
 
    Kyran ignored the shaman. Instead, he set the root field on fire. 
 
    
     Your fire dart spell has ignited your grasping roots, transforming it into a burning root field. 
 
     6 of 6 kobolds are caught in the magical flames, and will sustain 1-3 fire damage/second. 
 
   
 
    Even with their fire resistance, the kobolds would still take significant damage over time from the burning roots. His essence pool reserve was still high – high enough to decisively conclude this slaughter. He renewed his fire shield. Then, focusing on the shaman, he returned the shaman’s salvo with one of his own. 
 
    
     Your fire dart has hit a kobold shaman for 7 fire damage (6 damage resisted). Remaining health: 88/120 HP.  
 
     Your fire dart has hit a kobold shaman for 5 fire damage (5 damage resisted). Remaining health: 83/120 HP.  
 
     Your fire dart has hit a kobold shaman for 4 fire damage (6 damage resisted). Remaining health: 79/120 HP. 
 
   
 
    The shaman snarled in fury. Stuck as he was in the burning root field, and the target of Kyran’s bombardment he took more damage from Kyran than he was dealing, even with his fire resistance. The shaman attempted to rectify this and cast water armour and barkskin over himself. To little avail. The water armour, vulnerable to fire attacks, dissipated quickly, while his barkskin did little to hamper the magical attacks. Kyran did not miss the fact that the kobold spellcaster did not cast fire shield, it appeared that the shaman did not have this spell in his arsenal.  
 
    Remorseless, Kyran continued his bombardment and little by little destroyed his opponent – a death by a thousand cuts. A few minutes later, the battle was over. The shaman and the five kobolds lay dead in the burning field, never managing to escape Kyran’s fire trap. The other four kobolds trapped in the ice wall had also perished.  
 
    Kyran was victorious. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    
     Battle Log (Summary) 
 
     The battle has ended. 
 
       
 
     Combat Results 
 
     Creatures bonded: 0. 
 
     Creatures killed: 22 level 10 feral kobold warriors, 1 level 15 kobold shaman, 1 level 12 kobold shaman. 
 
       
 
     Combat Gains 
 
     Kyran Seversan: 
 
     XP gained: 116,050 XP. 
 
     Levels gained: 1 level (9 SP, 2 AP). New combat level: Level 9. 
 
       
 
     Party Status 
 
     Kyran Seversan: 
 
     Health: 90/90 
 
     Stamina: 120/580 
 
     Will: 90/1020 
 
     Essence: 72/1200 
 
     Combat Level: 9 (183,775/200,000), Civilian Level: 3 (7,600/12,000 XP). 
 
   
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    
    Ambush 
 
      
 
    On the value of wands and staffs – A spell caster’s wand or staff is his most vital piece of equipment. It is often said (and proven to be quite true) that a wizard without his staff is only half as deadly. What often is not understood is the why. It is a myth that a wizard cannot cast spells without his staff. All magical spells draw from a wizard’s internal essence pools and may therefore be cast unaided. The role of the wizard’s staff is to more effectively channel this essence thereby reducing the overall cost of spells. This is quite vital for higher ranked spells. A master rank spell requires 640 essence and a grandmaster rank spell 1280 essence. The average wizard, without a staff would barely manage casting one such spell! On the other hand, with a well-crafted staff the essence cost of a master level spell is reduced to 160 essence! – A Wizard’s Primer, by Archmage Telthamos. 
 
      
 
    Kyran wandered the battlefield, scavenging. Distasteful though he found it, the looted gear would improve his odds of survival. He dumped the gear taken from the kobold warriors in one large pile near the lake shore and those taken from the shamans in a smaller adjacent pile. 
 
    
     Found: Crude feral kobold bone spears x 12. 
 
     Type: Weapon. Weight: 1.8 kg (each). Rank: Common. Damage: 10-15 Piercing or Slashing. 
 
     Condition: Poor. Description: A crude bone spear. You do not have the skill (two-handed weapons) to wield this in combat. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Found: 10 x Bone spearheads. 
 
     Type: Crafting ingredient. Weight: 0.5 kg. Rank: Common. Description: These spearheads have been crudely shaped from the bones of long dead creatures. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Found: 20 x Kobold basic travel rations. 
 
     Type: Food. Weight: 0.2 kg. Special properties: None. Description: The basic ration is the staple of every travelling kobold warrior. Its composition is a closely guarded secret of kobold shamans and cooks. For most sentients it is edible – barely. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Found: 4 x basic leather bag. 
 
     Type: Item. Weight: 0.2 kg. Rank: Common. Description: A crude leather bag for holding stuff. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Found: 15 x rough pieces of copper. 
 
     Type: Item. Weight: 0.1 kg. Description: Bits of valuable metal. 
 
   
 
    Doubtfully, he sniffed at the travel rations and then half-heartedly took a bite of one. He chewed mechanically. Paused. Chewed again. It was rock hard, and tasted of dirt and earth, but for all that, was edible. He shrugged and stored it in his inventory. He did likewise with the leather bags, spearheads and copper pieces. The spears he left, being too heavy. 
 
    Next, he inspected the gear taken off the shamans. 
 
    
     Found: 2 x Shaman’s earth staff. 
 
     Type: Weapon. 
 
     Weight: 1.5 kg. 
 
     Rank: Common. 
 
     Damage: 5-8 Crushing or Magical damage based on spell. 
 
     Condition: Good. 
 
     Description: The shaman staff is a common magical staff attuned to earth magic. Magical staffs assist the caster in channelling spells, effectively reducing their essence cost. This staff reduces the essence cost of earth spells by 1% x wands & staffs skill level and all other spells by 0.5% x skills level. The staff can also be used also be used as a melee weapon. When channelling spells through it, the staff may be wielded one-handed. To use it as a melee weapon the staff must be gripped with both hands. 
 
     You need a skill of at least one in the wands & staffs skill to wield this in combat. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Found: 1 x Shaman’s headdress. 
 
     Type: Garment. Weight: 0.2 kg. Rank: Common. Spell Armour: 1 armour. Condition: Good.  Description: A feathered, decorative headdress commonly worn by hedge shamans. You need a skill of at least one in mystical garments to equip this. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Found: 1 x Tattered cloak. 
 
     Type: Item. Weight: 0.3 kg. Rank: Common. Special Properties: None. Condition: Poor. Description: A simple cloak, providing minimal protection against the elements. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Found: 1 x Shaman’s bone necklace. 
 
     Type: Item. 
 
     Weight: 0 kg. 
 
     Rank: Uncommon. 
 
     Special Properties: +2% Earth magic skill. 
 
     Condition: Good. 
 
     Description: A bone necklace made from the consecrated remains of ancient kobold shamans and imbued with a portion of their magical skills. 
 
   
 
    The bone necklace was interesting. It was the first item he had encountered that boosted a skill. Curious he equipped it. 
 
    You have equipped a Shaman’s bone necklace. Your effective earth magic skill has increased by 2% from 17.9 to 18. 
 
    The necklace fit snuggly around his neck. Concentrating carefully, he sensed a faint aura around it as it interacted with his internal essence pathways, slightly widening the ones he used to channel earth spells.  
 
    He looked over the shamans’ staffs carefully. He had quickly learnt that effective essence and will expenditure was critical. This staff appeared very useful in that regard. It was a pity that he had not invested in the wands & staffs skill yet. Along with the rest of the shamans’ gear, he stowed it away for now. It would come in useful later. He dumped the less useful items in his inventory to fit in the new loot, and even then, his inventory was nearly filled to capacity. 
 
    
     Inventory 
 
     Storage Capacity: 186.4/200 kg. 
 
       
 
     General Items (152.8 kg): 
 
     Precious gems (2 x diamond, 3 x sapphire, 1 x emerald, 2 x ruby) (0 kg). 
 
     Rock beetle shells x 2 (150 kg). 
 
     Basic leather bag x 5(1 kg). 
 
     Rough pieces of copper x 15 (1.5 kg). 
 
     Tattered cloak (0.3 kg). 
 
       
 
     Crafting Items (8 kg): 
 
     Bone spearheads x 10 (5 kg). 
 
     Spider silk (3 kg). 
 
       
 
     Armour (7.7 kg): 
 
     Chitin helm (0.5 kg). 
 
     Rusted darksteel chainmail vest (7 kg). 
 
     Shaman’s headdress (0.2 kg). 
 
       
 
     Weapons 4.9 kg): 
 
     Steel shortsword (0.8 kg). 
 
     Rusted steel knife (0.3 kg) 
 
     Crude feral kobold bone spear (1.8 kg). 
 
     Shaman’s earth staff x 2 (3.0 kg). 
 
       
 
     Food (13 kg): 
 
     Cave fungi x 30 (3 kg) 
 
     Cooked rock beetle meat (6 kg). 
 
     Kobold basic travel rations x 20 (4 kg). 
 
   
 
    Done, he travelled back to the cave to rest his battle-weary body. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Kyran could not sleep. He lay on the floor of his hideout and turned over the events of the day's battle in his mind. He pictured again the scenes of butchery that he had orchestrated. It had been less a battle and more a slaughter. He had slain twenty-four sentients, mercilessly. Was this what it meant to be a player? Constant battles and killings? Did he want to continue on this path? But what choice did he have? He had tried befriending the kobolds, only to be rebuffed. Should he have tried harder? Was there some other course he could have taken? 
 
    No. He had done his best. He had been pushed into a corner, both by the gods, and then the kobolds. He had been given no choice but to fight, live or die. And as much as he despised the killings, his will to live was greater.  
 
    He realised then, that he was willing to kill to live.  
 
    His right to life was as great as that of his aggressors, and if attacked, he would kill in his defence, without remorse. A sad testament to the human condition, he thought forlornly, but life was too precious to surrender. With these morose thoughts, oblivion eventually claimed him and he fell into a troubled sleep. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    In a cold sweat, Kyran was shocked awake by the premonition of danger. 
 
    You have slept 5 hours. Will, essence and stamina completely restored. The date is 05 Jul 2603 AB, and the time 04:08. 
 
    He shook his head to clear it of the befuddlement of sleep and clinging nightmares. He took stock of his surroundings. He was in the cave and as far as his sight revealed, he remained its only occupant. Good. He activated show hostiles – and froze. 
 
    Encamped around the cave entrance in a half circle, was a sea of red dots. There were far too many to count.... hundreds. Was it the kobolds? How had they found him so soon? There was no mistaking the focus of his adversaries outside, the cave was dead centre of the encircling forces. The seconds ticked by and the enemy remained motionless. Why are they just standing there? he wondered. Perplexed, he observed the enemy on his player’s map awhile longer. They remained unmoving. Waiting. Eventually, Kyran realised battle was not imminent and his foes outside appeared content to wait. Why, and for what, he did not understand. 
 
    Since they had not already done so, he could only assume that his enemies outside were not able to scale the cliff to reach his cave. Were they just going to wait for him to come out? In that case, he could launch a pre-emptive strike, which with surprise on his side, would be devastating. However, attacking was beyond foolish, the enemy numbers were simply too great. He was unlikely to thin their ranks sufficiently to make survival anything more than an impossibility - and that was assuming they were kobolds and not some other more dangerous foe. 
 
    He realised he needed better intelligence. His foes inactivity was to his advantage, it gave him time to better assess what he faced. He closed his eyes and sent his consciousness forth, to the base of the cliff. Only to be jarred out of his scrying as his mind collided with a magical ward. 
 
    Your attempted scrying has been detected. Your basic scrying has been blocked by a scrying barrier. You failed to scry the area. 
 
    Kyran's eyes snapped open in shock. How? he wondered, astonished. This was not good, not good at all. Unable to contain his nerves, he got up and paced fretfully back and forth within the confines of the cave. Not only had he failed to obtain any information on his foes, but he had also revealed himself. It could not be the kobolds. In their previous engagements the kobolds had displayed limited magical capabilities and a distinct lack of subtlety. Whoever his foes outside were, he greatly feared that he was outmatched. He had only one option left - escape. 
 
    He rechecked the enemy's disposition on his map. They were still stationary. Their continued lack of reaction bemused him, his scrying had been detected and blocked, so why did they not react? But he didn’t allow the enemy's puzzling behaviour to sway him from his chosen course of action. 
 
    He settled his mind and prepared to travel. He chose a spot at the limit of his reach. In a gully that would hopefully keep him hidden from the sea of red dots outside the cave. From there, with his blend active, he should be able to sneak his way out of the lake cavern. His enemies, whoever they were, had blundered by waiting. He would exploit this and escape before they sprang whatever trap they had in mind. 
 
    The travel spell progressed smoothly and neared completion. But just as he began the delicate process to recoalesce his presence in the gully, his equilibrium was nearly shattered by another game message.  
 
    Your travel(self) spell has been detected. 
 
    Kyran silently screamed in frustration. Again, he had been outmanoeuvred. He was in the final stages of casting the travel spell, and could not abort now, not without risking a flawed reconstruction. He had to complete the spell.  
 
    You have cast travel (self) and teleported 207m (100 XP gained: 7,700/12,000 Civilian XP). Execution time: 5 minutes. 
 
    His body reformed in the gully without mishap. His eyes snapped open, his body primed and ready to flee. Only to be caught off guard – again.  
 
    He was surrounded. Somehow, his foes had known his teleportation target and had ambushed him perfectly. And it was not the kobolds. Encircling him, in a double line, were sixty skeletal warriors, and behind them two cloaked figures. All stood poised, waiting for his next move. 
 
    With heart pounding loudly, and his instincts screaming at him to flee, Kyran with slow and careful deliberation, looked over the undead hunting party gathered around him. 
 
    
     Name: Aveyad 
 
     Class: Vampire Lord 
 
     Race: Crotan Vampire (Living dead) 
 
     Rarity: Epic 
 
     Level: 83 (Master) 
 
     Health: 950 / 950 
 
     Attack: 140-160 (cold) 
 
     Defences (Physical/ Psi/ Spell): unknown. 
 
       
 
     Special Effects: 
 
     Unknown (Your level is too low to perceive this). 
 
       
 
     Description: 
 
     Vampires are masters of the underworld and amongst the most feared living dead – ageless creatures trapped between death and life. They are not however true immortals. They may be granted ‘true death’ if killed or starved of sustenance. Vampires sustain their undeath through the blood of the living. They are extremely territorial and maintain strict hierarchical structures within the individual clans. Amongst the vampire clans, the Crotan clan is considered an aberration and not true vampires. Unlike most vampires, they were not ‘turned’ but spelled into their present forms. 
 
     Vampire Lords are at the pinnacle of the vampire hierarchy and are the acknowledged master to whom all other vampires within a clan owe allegiance. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Name: Tyeliss 
 
     Class: Death Knight 
 
     Race: Crotan Vampire (Living dead) 
 
     Rarity: Epic 
 
     Level: 75 (Adept) 
 
     Health: 1300 / 1300 
 
     Attack: 127-143 (slashing) 
 
     Defences (Physical/ Psi/ Spell): unknown. 
 
       
 
     Special Effects: 
 
     Unknown (Your level is too low to perceive this). 
 
       
 
     Description: 
 
     Death knights are unholy warriors, the antithesis of paladins. They are the elite commanders of underworld forces, and are usually found at the forefront of battle, wielding both might and magic to devastating effect. 
 
   
 
    His mind flew back to the overheard conversation in the spider's cavern and he realised that this was the end. The hunting party had run him to ground. The gods were right. The undead were indeed a foe he could not hope to defeat. The force arrayed before him was simply too overwhelming. He had no chance at victory. Death had come calling.  
 
    Oddly, Kyran's panic dissipated. Serenity descended. He would accept whatever fate brought this day. The last five days had been tumultuous, crazy. He had been inches from death, not once, but twice. He had undergone depravation and starvation. His body had been battered and abused. And he had learnt to kill, brutally and effectively. But despite all this, he had never felt more alive. He had grown more in last few days, than over the course of a lifetime on Earth. He realised with mild surprise, that short as it had been, he relished his journey on Myelad. And now it would all end. He had no regrets. He had chosen correctly when given the Choice. Unhurriedly, Kyran drew his sword and cast his buffs.  
 
    
     You have activated mind over matter. At an effective skill of 16.3 it has increased all body attributes by 16. 
 
     You have cast barkskin. At an effective skill of 17.9 you have gained +8 natural armour.  
 
     You have cast fire shield. At an effective skill of 17.9, it will block 179 non-fire damage or 358 fire damage. 
 
   
 
    He would not attack. If an outcome, other than one which left him dead and dying could be snatched from this encounter, he would grasp it, wholeheartedly. But he sorely doubted he would be shown any mercy. Silently he gazed at the two vampires. Your move, he thought. 
 
    Both vampires towered over Kyran’s own modest height. Their skin was deathly pale and tinged with overtures of grey. Tyeliss was outfitted in spiked, gleaming black armour and at his hip was strapped a blood iron greatsword. Aveyad was garbed in dark clothes of courtly splendour, and is his hand, he lightly twirled a silver wand. In Kyran’s truesight, both creatures sparkled, their equipment possessing strong essence auras and clearly enchanted. 
 
    From beneath the hooded cloaks that overshadowed their features, the two vampires watched Kyran impassively. After long tense moments, Aveyad motioned the skeletons forward. As one, sixty skeletons drew their weapons and advanced on Kyran in perfect lockstep.  
 
    The vampires themselves did not move to engage. Kyran was nonplussed by this. If they gave battle, the end was all but a forgone conclusion, and any resistance he managed, merely symbolic. Without them, he would at least be able to make a dent in their forces, a sizeable one hopefully.  
 
    Confused by the vampires’ reasoning, but unwilling to question this small turn of fortune, he dismissed these errant thoughts. Now was not the time for them. He had a battle to attend to. 
 
    Kyran began the hostilities with his crowd control spells. The skeletal warriors approached in disciplined ranks from all sides. He had no secure position upon which to fall back. So he created one. 
 
    You have cast ice wall. At an effective skill level of 17.9, a wall of length 17.9m has been placed. Remaining duration: 179 seconds. Remaining wall strength: 179/179 HP. 
 
    He cast the ice wall directly behind him, forcing the skeletons approaching from that direction to go around or attempt to hack through. He positioned himself with his back to the wall and cast grasping roots to his left, overlapping its edges with the ice wall. 
 
    
     You have cast grasping roots. At an effective skill level of 17.9, a field of radius 17.9m has been placed. Remaining duration: 179 seconds.  
 
     Each skeletal warrior has a 11% chance to resist the spell’s effects. 
 
     3 of 22 skeletal warriors within area of effect resisted debuff. 
 
     19 of 2 skeletal warriors entangled (immobilized). 
 
   
 
    To his right, he cast slippery ice, interlocking it with both the ice wall to his rear and the root field on his left. 
 
    
     You have cast slippery ice. At an effective skill level of 17.9, a field of radius 17.9m has been placed. Remaining duration: 179 seconds. 
 
     Each skeletal warrior has a 11% chance to resist the spell’s effects. 
 
     1 of 19 skeletal warriors within area of effect resisted debuff. 
 
     18 of 19 skeletal warriors slipped. 
 
   
 
    All approaches to Kyran’s position were now protected. He stood in the centre of the interlocking fields and waited for the approaching hordes. The skeletons to his rear flowed around the ice wall, taking the path of least resistance. The ones to his left stepped heedlessly into the root field and began hacking their way through. On the right the skeletons slipped and stumbled through the ice field. The undead’s neatly dressed lines had crumbled.  
 
    Having succeeded in disrupting their orderly advance, Kyran took a moment to consider his next step. Teleport had a maximum range of 22 metres. It would not allow him to escape the battle – especially with the two vampires watching on, but it would provide him with much needed mobility on the battlefield. His psionic abilities were otherwise of little use in this battle. He would have to do this with magic and sword alone. 
 
    He glanced over at the vampires. They watched proceedings with polite disinterest and were unfazed by his opening ploy. They appeared content to remain aloof from the battle. Pleased with their inaction, he ignored the vampires in turn and returned his gaze to the skeletons struggling to reach him through the hostile magical terrain. 
 
    To his right and left, almost all the skeletons were embroiled in either the root or ice field. The ones in the ice field were progressing more swiftly and were almost through, while the skeletons in the root field were just about half way. Far enough, decided Kyran. He set the root field on fire. 
 
    
     Your fire dart spell has ignited your grasping roots, transforming it into a burning root field. 
 
     22 of 22 skeletal warriors are caught in the magical flames, and will sustain 1-3 fire damage/second. 
 
   
 
    He teleported to his right, around the edges of the ice field, escaping his trapped position. 
 
    You have cast teleport (self) and teleported 22m. 
 
    At the far end of the ice field, he turned around and faced the skeleton horde, which was now squarely in front of him. The skeletons trapped in the ice field were forced to reverse direction, and traverse the field again, this time in the opposite direction. 
 
    He retreated slowly, maintaining a careful watch on the skeletons. He was prepared to continue in this manner for as long as the vampires allowed the battle to go on. He would use teleport to maintain his distance, ice fields and ice walls to slow and funnel the skeletons and finally burning root fields to destroy them. As long as he conserved his essence, and the vampires did not interfere, he could keep this up all day. Rinse and repeat. 
 
    As if to disabuse him of this notion, his map pinged. Hundreds of red dots filed down from the northeast corner of his map. Kyran realised that these were the forces that were lying in wait outside the cave, perhaps telepathically summoned by the vampires. In begrudging admiration, Kyran comprehended that this was yet another element of the ambush, one that had been well prepared. He glanced back at the vampires, wondering what was in their gazes. Satisfaction perhaps? They looked on. Inscrutable as ever. He could almost appreciate the elegance of it, his every move since waking in the cave had been predicted and accounted for. Nothing had been left to chance. 
 
    Half-heartedly, he considered attempting to flee, teleporting away in short jumps, but he suspected that this would force the vampires to act. Better to die with sword in hand, he thought, than with one in the back. Kyran sighed, resigned to his fate. He had tried. 
 
    He turned back to the skeletons floundering through the ice field, ignoring the incoming forces from the cave. There was no need to conserve his essence now. He would go down fighting. He unleashed a storm of fire on the skeletons, whittling down their numbers before the inevitable melee skirmish. 
 
    
     You have cast 30 fire darts and dealt a total of 483 fire damage (+102 additional damage). Cost: 960 Essence. 
 
     You have killed 4 skeletal warriors (19,320 XP gained: 203,095/200,000 combat XP). 
 
     You have obtained a total of 200,000 combat XP and are now level 10. 9 Combat skill points and 2 ability points gained. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Congratulations! You have completed the first chain in the quest: The journey to becoming great. You have been rewarded with 3 skill points. You have unlocked the second chain in the quest: 
 
     Quest 1: The journey to becoming great (2). 
 
     Objective: Continue your journey to becoming a major player of the game. Reach level 20 and obtain your first class. 
 
     Rank: Common. 
 
     Reward: Class item. 
 
   
 
    With his essence nearly depleted he halted his barrage of fire. The skeletons had wadded stoically through the firestorm and those to the fore were fast approaching. At least I’ve completed my first quest, thought Kyran whimsically.  
 
    He had no time for further thought as the first of the skeletons emerged from the ice field. It struck an overhand blow that would have cleaved him in half – had it landed. Kyran danced to his left and thrust his sword through its unprotected flank. 
 
    You have hit a skeletal warrior for 9 slashing damage. Remaining health: 18/100 HP. 
 
    He stepped forward to finish it off, only to be rocked off balance by a heavy blow from his rear. 
 
    You have been hit by a skeletal warrior. No damage taken, 14 crushing damage blocked and 7 fire damage reflected by your fire shield. Remaining shield strength: 165/179 HP. 
 
    He let momentum carry him forward and turned his stumble into a dive. He rolled out the dive and turned around to face the two skeletons anew. He charged. With a two-handed running blow, he severed the skull of the first and dodged the riposte of the second. 
 
    
     You have critically hit a skeletal warrior for 20 slashing damage. Remaining health: 0/100 HP. 
 
     You have killed a level 10 skeletal warrior (4,830 XP gained: 207,925/400,000 combat XP). 
 
   
 
    He countered the riposte with a thrust of his own, which the skeleton readily blocked. He circled to flank the skeleton but was distracted by the approach of two more. Both charged in. Facing three skeletons now, he was forced on the defensive, besieged by a flurry of blows. He ducked and weaved, trying to break out. Two more skeletons joined the fray. More blows landed. 
 
    
     You have been hit by a skeletal warrior...  
 
     You have been hit by a skeletal warrior...  
 
     You have been hit by a skeletal warrior...  
 
     You have been hit by a skeletal warrior…  
 
     You have been hit by a skeletal warrior…  
 
     …No damage taken, 42 total damage blocked and 21 fire damage reflected by your fire shield. Remaining shield strength: 29/179 HP. 
 
   
 
    Hard-pressed, he tried to reposition, casting teleport.  
 
    
     You have been hit by a skeletal warrior. No damage taken, 13 slashing damage blocked and 7 fire damage reflected by your fire shield. Remaining shield strength: 16/179 HP. 
 
     You have been critically hit by a skeletal warrior. 3 damage taken, 16 crushing damage blocked and 8 fire damage reflected by your fire shield. Remaining shield strength: 0/179 HP.  Remaining health: 97/100 HP. 
 
     Your fire shield has been destroyed. 
 
     Your teleport spell has been interrupted and has failed. 
 
   
 
    Beset by blows on all flanks his shield shattered and the teleport spell was interrupted. He had left it too late. With retreat cut-off, he braced himself and focused fully on fending off the relentless onslaught. Despite this, many blows pierced his guard. 
 
    
     You have been hit by a skeletal warrior for 10 crushing damage. Remaining health: 87/100HP.  
 
     You have been critically hit by a skeletal warrior for 15 slashing damage and have sustained a minor wound (bleeding). Remaining health: 72/100HP.  
 
     You have been hit by a skeletal warrior for 8 slashing damage. Remaining health: 64/100HP.  
 
     You have been hit by a skeletal warrior for 9 crushing damage. Remaining health: 55/100HP.  
 
     You have been critically hit by a skeletal warrior for 16 crushing damage and have sustained a minor wound (concussed). Remaining health: 39/100HP.  
 
       
 
     Wounds are negative effects incurred as a result of blows taken in combat. Wounds will not heal over time and may only be cured through advanced healing abilities. All wounds deteriorate over time, resulting in exponential increased health loss over time. 
 
   
 
    In a breath between blows, he tried to recast fire shield.  
 
    
     You have been hit by a skeletal warrior for 4 crushing damage. Remaining health: 35/100HP.  
 
     Your fire shield has been interrupted and has failed. 
 
   
 
    Another blow landed and the spell was interrupted. Bleeding, battered, dazed, he made a last valiant effort to keep the skeletons at bay. But it was an impossible task. With his concentration stretched parrying strikes from all quarters, the deciding blow of the battle crept up unseen on Kyran. A strike meant to split his skull, was turned fractionally by his helm, but still struck resoundingly.  
 
    Instantly his body went slack and he crashed to the floor in a boneless heap. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Undead are an aberration. They defy all we know and understand about life, the cosmos and magic. They should not exist, yet they do. They should not wield essence, and yet, they do. Liches are in fact amongst this world’s most feared spellcasters and are infamous for both their powerful death magic and prodigious essence pools. Regardless of the impossibility, they exist and must be contended with. 
 
    The undead are divided into two basic categories. The first being the reanimated dead which are the risen dead, creatures given ‘life’ after death. They include skeletal warriors, zombies, and wraiths. They are usually creatures of limited intellect, and almost no self-will. They rarely, if ever act upon their own volition, and most often require careful micromanagement by their master. There are however exceptions to this rule, the most notable being wraiths, which for reasons unknown, demonstrate the same level of self-will and intellect as their previous living selves. 
 
    The second category are the living dead. They are creatures turned to death while still alive, and cannot be considered truly dead or living. Most famously they include creatures such as vampires and liches. It is this form of undead that is commonly romanticised and tempts the unwary with the promise of eternal life and power. More often than not, they possess all their ‘living’ skills in addition to the new skills gifted by their undead nature. They are formidable opponents, masters of the underworld and extremely difficult to kill. If you are ever unfortunate enough to encounter one, run. – Excerpt from The Underworld and its Creatures by Necromancer Talys Madisine.  
 
      
 
    Xetil sat enthroned in his favourite bone encrusted chair, watching in rapt fascination, the antics of his favoured champion, Yiralla. Yiralla had caught some of Auriel’s followers foolishly wandering outside their forest refuge, and knowing her God’s love for bloodspot had brought them to the high temple for his pleasure. Xetil had been delighted and given her leave to perform her dark experiments. He was deeply engrossed in the delicious torture of the elves when the quest notification arrived. 
 
    Free agent, Kyran has completed the first chain in the quest: The journey to becoming great and has reached level 10. 
 
    What? thought Xetil in outrage. He had long since dismissed the troublesome player from his awareness, assuming that the lich king and his minions would quickly deal with him, how is he still alive? 
 
    Yiralla paused, sensing Xetil’s distraction. She looked a query at her lord and master. Xetil ignored her, focusing inwards, and from hundreds of miles away, scryed the lich king’s domain.  
 
    Your divine scrying has been blocked by a scrying barrier. You failed to scry the area. 
 
    Blasted bag of bones, he swore. As usual, the lich king’s domain remained impervious to his scrying. Inconveniently, Zarr Dwamenkor still retained enough power to block the sight of the gods. 
 
    Xetil drummed his fingers on his throne, thinking hard. It was surprising that the free agent had survived this long, much less reached level 10. Even so, he stood little chance against the undead. But Xetil was no longer willing to trust events to them. 
 
    Something would have to be done, the free agent could not be allowed to escape Crota. Xetil beckoned Yiralla over, it was time to put into place some contingencies measures... 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Iyra looked up in surprise.  So, the wild card was still alive. She had pondered long and hard about the strange sequence of events that had brought the free agent to Myelad. Like Succera, she feared the hand of Eld in this. As unlikely as it seemed, somehow Eld had manipulated events to this state, but as a means to what ends… this she could not foresee. But the gods had well learnt to distrust and fear the machinations of Eld. She would have to prepare. Thoughtfully, she summoned Sara, it was time to put her in play. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Here ends Volume I of the Gods’ Game. 
 
    Kyran’s journey in Myelad continues in Volume II – The Dwarven City. 
 
    Coming Soon! 
 
    

  

 
   
    
    Kyran’s Profile at the End of Volume I 
 
      
 
    
     Profile (Full) 
 
     Name: Kyran Seversan 
 
     Race: Elf 
 
     Combat Level: 10 (207,925/400,000), 
 
     Civilian Level: 3 (7,700/12,000 XP). 
 
     Health: 14 / 100 
 
     Stamina: 231/500 
 
     Will:  842/1020 
 
     Essence: 90/1200 
 
       
 
     Attacks 
 
     Physical: 10.6 (slash). 
 
     Mental: 16.3 (psi). 
 
     Spell: 17.9 (fire) 
 
       
 
     Defences 
 
     Physical Defence: 11.7 
 
     Psi Defence:  10.0 
 
     Spell Defence: 10.0 
 
       
 
     Body Attributes 
 
     Strength: 40, (-20%) 
 
     Dexterity: 61, (+22%) 
 
     Constitution: 50 (+0%) 
 
       
 
     Mind Attributes 
 
     Intellect: 102 (+104%) 
 
     Creativity: 53 (+6%) 
 
     Charisma: 36 (-28%) 
 
       
 
     Spirit Attributes  
 
     Divine: 0 (-100%) 
 
     Magic: 120 (+140%) 
 
     Karma: Slightly Good. 
 
       
 
     Traits 
 
     Nature’s Guardian, Long lived, Player's Mark, Vow of Binding, Player’s Interface, Commander Interface, Player’s Map, Inventory, Insightful, More skills, Multi-lingual. 
 
     Combat Specialist, Skilled, Beast Master, Magical Prodigy. 
 
       
 
     Combat Skills (21 SP available) 
 
     Beast Bonding: 17.8 (7 base) 
 
     Body Control: 16.3 (8 base) 
 
     Light Armour: 8.4 (7 base) 
 
     Psionics: 10.2 (5 base) 
 
     Psi Armour: 0 
 
     Telekinesis: 14.3 (7 base) 
 
     Telepathy: 16.3 (8 base) 
 
     Will Regen.: 0 
 
     Air Magic: 17.9 (7 base) 
 
     Earth Magic: 17.9 (7 base) 
 
     Essence Regen.: 0 
 
     Fire Magic: 17.9 (7 base) 
 
     Supportive Magic: 7.7 (3 base) 
 
     Wands & Staffs: 0 
 
     Mystical garments: 0 
 
     Spellcasting: 12.8 (5 base) 
 
     Water Magic: 17.9 (7 base) 
 
     Longbow (Racial): 0 
 
     Longsword (Racial): 6.4 (8 base) 
 
       
 
     Civilian Skills 
 
     Commander: 1.4 (2 base) 
 
     Feudal Lord: 0 
 
     Governor: 0 
 
     Mage Lord: 2.4 (1 base) 
 
     Scrying: 2.2 (3 base) 
 
     Travelling: 2.2 (3 base) 
 
     Nature Lore (Racial): 3.6 (3 base) 
 
       
 
     Vassals & Minions 
 
     Maximum allowed: 7 (10 base) 
 
     Current: None. 
 
       
 
     Combat Abilities (4 AP available) 
 
     Novice: 
 
     Beast Bond I, Extend Bond, Confusion. 
 
     Truesight, Fire Dart, Slippery Ice, Grasping Roots, Fire Shield, Ice Wall. 
 
     Base: 
 
     Calm beast, Mind over matter, Teleport (self), Mind shock. 
 
     Blend, Barkskin, Flaming Hands, Restore Health (Self), Water Armour. 
 
       
 
     Civilian Abilities 
 
     Novice: 
 
     Travel (self), Basic Scrying, Gather Plants. 
 
     Base: 
 
     Inspiring, Channel Essence, Show Hostiles (map), Show Portals (map), Show Plants (map). 
 
       
 
     Equipped Items 
 
     Full set of Chitin armour (20 base armour). 
 
     Basic longsword (6-10 base slash damage). 
 
     Bone shaman necklace (+2% earth magic). 
 
       
 
     Active Effects 
 
     Unconscious!  
 
     Bleeding (-1 HP damage/minute).  
 
     Concussed (-1% will regen. rate).

   

  

 
   
    
    Afterword 
 
      
 
    Please take the time to leave a review on www.amazon.com or www.goodreads.com. I also encourage you to drop me a message on anything related to the Gods’ Game or otherwise:).  
 
    I hope you enjoyed the book! 
 
      
 
    Best Regards 
 
    Rohan 
 
    rohan.vider@gmail.com 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    
    Primer on Roleplaying Games (RPG) 
 
      
 
    There are multiple and sometimes contradictory variations to the game mechanics of computer roleplaying games (CRPG) and massively multiplayer online (MMO) games.  Rarely do two RPGs share the same game mechanics. This brief (very brief) primer provides a picture of only one slice of the whole, in that does not attempt to explain all variations of RPG mechanics, but only the specific game mechanics implemented in the Gods’ Game.  
 
    If you are familiar with RPGs, you will likely find, that while the Gods’ Game shares some common elements with your favourite game, it differs significantly in other respects. 
 
      
 
    The Basics 
 
    A CRPG or MMO game is one in which you (the player) control a game character (avatar) as you explore the game world and complete objectives (quests), battle monsters (combat) and create items (crafting). An avatar in RPG nomenclature is a representation of the player in the game world. In the Gods’ Game, the avatars are the players.  
 
    Central to RPGs is the definition of the avatar into quantifiable characteristics. Each RPG uses its own system to define an avatar, although the concepts used across all games are usually similar. In the Gods’ Game, a player is defined by three primary sets of characteristics: traits, skills and attributes.  All other characteristics such as health points (HP), essence pool, damage, resistances, etc… are derived (calculated) from the primary characteristics. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Figure 1: Player Characteristics in the Gods’ Game 
 
    Attributes are a measure of the player’s basic nature. They determine his inborn talent for wielding a particular skill and modifies the skills it governs accordingly. There are three basic aspects to all living beings: spirit, mind and body. In the Gods’ Game, all attributes are permanent and unchanging. 
 
    Traits are special characteristics of the player. They are immutable, and cannot be changed after assigning them (normally at avatar creation). Usually traits passively modify your skills or grant unique benefits.   
 
    Skill is knowledge. Collectively skills govern all actions – abilities and spells – that may be performed in the game. They are one of the most crucial aspects of the game.  There are two categories of skills, combat and civilian, each of which contains various skill sets or skill trees. In the Gods’ Game a player cannot learn all skills, he is limited to the skills selected from his skill trees (of which he may only have 3).  
 
    In the gods’ game, combat mechanics (combat odds, probability to hit, etc...) are not rigorously applied. In a typical RPG, for a level 1 player to kill a level 100 player in one blow (single hitting) is normally impossible, however this is theoretically possible in the Gods’ Game through vital strikes (a strike to a critical area of your opponent) and surprise attacks.  
 
    As the game progresses, your avatar grows in power. This growth is measured by the avatar’s level.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Figure 2: Combat Levelling Process 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Figure 3: Civilian Levelling Process 
 
    In the god’s game there are two levels to measure the player’s growth, a combat level and a civilian one. The combat level is a measure of combat effectiveness. Likewise, the civilian level measures competence in non-combative activities such as crafting, exploration and leadership. Each is levelled independently, and the player’s effective level is the higher of the two. 
 
    Levelling is achieved by accumulating experience points (XP) through the performance of meaningful activities (combat, crafting, completing quests). When you have accumulated sufficient XP, your avatar becomes more powerful (levels up). 
 
    Your avatar’s growth in power is demonstrated through its improved skills and abilities. You directly influence how your avatar becomes stronger (its character development). When you level up, you are given a pool of points: skill points (SP) and ability points (AP) and attribute points) to freely distribute to your avatar. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    
    RPG Definitions 
 
      
 
    Avatar 
 
    An avatar is a representation (profile) of the player on the game world. 
 
      
 
    Buff 
 
    A status effect that increases a characteristic or applies a positive effect, such as increased attack damage, increased armour, etc. 
 
      
 
    Crowd control (CC) 
 
    The practice of disabling or disrupting attacks from a large number of hostiles to reduce the enemies faced by the player at any one time. 
 
      
 
    Damage over time 
 
    Damage that is applied gradually (over time). 
 
      
 
    Debuff 
 
    A status effect that decreases a characteristic or applies a negative effective, such as reduced attack damage, dazed, stunned, etc. 
 
      
 
    Health Points 
 
    A quantitative measure of the amount of damage the player can sustain before death. 
 
      
 
    Levelling 
 
    Process of improving the player’s characteristics (skills and abilities) after advancing a player level. 
 
      
 
    Line of sight (LOS) 
 
    Directly within your field of vision, unobstructed. 
 
      
 
    Regeneration 
 
    Process of recovering lost energy or health. 
 
      
 
    Stack 
 
    Used in reference to debuffs and buffs. In this context, stacking refers to the same effect from multiple sources applied accumulatively. 
 
    

  

 
   
    
    Game Mechanic Definitions 
 
      
 
    Ability Cost 
 
    The energy cost associated with performing an action. A novice or base ability costs 40 energy if used once off, and 80 energy/hour if activated. This scales with rank, so that a master ability will cost 200 energy or 400 energy/hour if activated. 
 
      
 
    Abilities & Spells 
 
    Abilities and spells are specialised actions that a player can only perform by learning the requisite ability (with ability points, AP). New abilities (including spells) are available for selection (unlocked) at each player rank (e.g. Rank 1 = Novice, at player level 1).   
 
    All abilities are active in nature and increase in power with the governing skill(s) level.  
 
      
 
    Armour 
 
    Armour increases defence of the same type.  
 
    Armour is categorised by rank and a player may only wear armour suitable to his rank. For example, heavy armour provides physical armour as follows: 
 
    
    	 Master:80-100 armour. 
 
    	 Adept: 60-80 armour 
 
    	 Journeyman: 40-60 
 
    	 Apprentice: 20-40 
 
    	 Novice:0-20 
 
   
 
    Material type does not affect the overall armour provided but adds special properties only. 
 
    Natural armour, is armour granted through special abilities, spells or traits and it stacks with other forms of armour. 
 
      
 
    Attributes 
 
    Attributes are fixed characteristics of the player. They are in essence characteristics that defines a player’s aptitude for a particular skill. Consider for example, the skill air magic which is influenced (governed) by the magic spark attribute: 
 
    
    	 Player A with a low mark spark of 40 (-20%) and base air magic skill of 10. 
 
    	 Player B with a high mark spark of 80 (+40%) and base air magic skill of 10. 
 
    	 The effective air magic skill of Player A is 8 (base skill of 10 modified by attribute modifier of -20%), while that of Player B is 14. 
 
   
 
    In all instances, attributes directly modify the players base skills.  
 
    In the Gods’ Game, there are the three categories of attributes: spirit, mind and body. 
 
      
 
    Base Skill 
 
    The unadjusted skill of the player, i.e. the skill before application of any trait or attribute modifiers. 
 
      
 
    Body 
 
    The body is the shell in which your mind and spirit resides. It is composed of three elements: strength, dexterity and constitution. 
 
      
 
    Civilian 
 
    Encompasses all aspects (skills, ability, etc…) that cannot be used in combat, and does not influence combat. 
 
      
 
    Civilian Level 
 
    A player’s civilian level increases as he gains civilian experience points or completes quests. At each civilian level, a player gains 3 civilian skill points and 1 ability point per civilian skill tree chosen.  
 
      
 
    Combat Level 
 
    A player’s combat level increases as he gains combat experience points or completes quests. At each combat level, a player gains 3 combat skill points and 1 ability point per combat skill tree chosen.  
 
      
 
    Combat Mechanics 
 
    There are no combat mechanics that determine the success of a strike or hit. There are however combat odds (probabilities) calculated by the game based on the respective skills of the combatants. 
 
    In the normal course of events (with both opponents possessing the same attributes and skills), a player 10 levels lower than his opponent will never successfully strike (0% chance). Likewise, a player 10 levels higher than his opponent will always land his strikes (100% chance). A player 20 levels higher than his opponent will always critically strike. The combat odds change by 5% for every skill level difference. 
 
      
 
    Defences 
 
    It represents your ability to avoid hostile actions. There are three forms of defences – physical, psi and spell. Each is a measure of your ability to negate hostile actions of the same energy type.   All defences scale with the effective level of the player, and may additionally be increased through the armour skills (heavy armour, medium armour, mystical garments and psi armour).  
 
      
 
    Divine Essence 
 
    A refined form of essence generated by sentient beings through their faith and belief in the divine.  
 
      
 
    Effective Skill 
 
    The adjusted skill of the player after all modifiers including attribute modifiers, trait modifiers, item modifiers, etc... 
 
      
 
    Essence 
 
    A measure of spiritual energy. The maximum available essence pool of a player = highest spirit attribute (divine or magic spark) x 10. 
 
      
 
    Execution Time 
 
    This is the amount of time taken to complete an action. There are the following execution categories: 
 
    
    	 Instantaneous~ 1 seconds. 
 
    	 Very Fast ~ 5 seconds. 
 
    	 Fast ~ 10 seconds. 
 
    	 Slow ~ 30 seconds. 
 
    	 Very Slow ~ 60 seconds. 
 
    	 Glacial~ 300 seconds. 
 
   
 
      
 
    Experience Points (XP) 
 
    Players require experience points (XP) to increase their player levels. There are two types of XP in the game, combat XP, and civilian XP. Combat experience is gained primarily though kills in combat.  Civilian XP is gained through the use of civilian abilities.  
 
      
 
    Karma 
 
    It is the sum of a sentient’s actions over all its incarnations. Karma influences race choices before reincarnation. It does not however impact everyday interactions. It will impact interactions with higher beings. 
 
      
 
    Mind 
 
    The mind is consciousness or sentience. It is composed of three distinct attributes: creativity, intellect and charisma. 
 
      
 
    Player Level  
 
    Either combat level or civilian level. 
 
      
 
    Primary characteristics  
 
    The three primary characteristics of an avatar: traits, skills and attributes.  
 
      
 
    Psi 
 
    Also referred to as psionic. Refers to abilities originating from the mind. 
 
      
 
    Rank 
 
    Skills, player levels, abilities, classes items and various other aspects may be categorised according to rank. Ranks are allocated based on the respective levels:  
 
    
    	 Grandmaster – 100+ 
 
    	 Master – 80-100 
 
    	 Adept – 60-80 
 
    	 Journeyman – 40-60 
 
    	 Apprentice – 20-40 
 
    	 Novice – 0-20 
 
   
 
      
 
    Resistances 
 
    Resistances is measured in percentage, and it reduces damage taken from a successful hit by the indicated percentage. 
 
      
 
    Skills 
 
    All actions that may be performed by a player are grouped under a skill. Each skill is a measure of the player’s capability in successfully executing these acts, e.g. a player’s fire magic skill is a numerical measure of his capability to cast fire-based spells and the power of these spells.  
 
    Players are awarded skill points (SP) when they level up. Once a player increases its skill, he is automatically granted all the requisite knowledge for that skill level. Skill increases the power and success rate of the applicable actions, e.g. higher one-handed skill level increases the damage a champion does with a sword as well as his chance to hit. 
 
     A skill level may not exceed the player level of the character (combat or civilian). 
 
      
 
    Skill Trees 
 
    They are the group of skills (skill sets) that the player is able to learn. Without the required skill tree, a skill cannot be learned (i.e. SP cannot be invested). During avatar creation, a player chooses his skill trees. A player can choose a total of three skill trees from 6 available combat skill trees and 6 civilian skill trees. 
 
      
 
    Spirit 
 
    The spirit is life. It is composed of three attributes: divine spark, magical spark and karma. 
 
      
 
    Stamina  
 
    A measure of physical energy. The maximum available stamina pool of a player = constitution x 10. 
 
      
 
    Traits 
 
    Traits are fixed characteristics of the player, meaning they cannot be improved or changed once obtained (which is normally at avatar creation). They are in essence bonus characteristics granted to the player as a result of a particular affiliation or for belonging to a specific group. In general, traits are implemented by passively modifying the players base skills but in some instances, they may also grant unique benefits. In the Gods’ Game, there are the following categories of traits: 
 
    
    	 Racial traits: traits inherited from the player’s race (self, dwarf, human, etc…). 
 
    	 God-given traits: traits granted by the player's God.  
 
    	 Champion traits: traits shared by all champions. 
 
    	 Basic Player traits: traits shared by all basic players (vassals, minions). 
 
    	 Advanced Player traits: traits shared by all advanced players (champions, free agents). 
 
    	 Major Player traits: traits shared by all major players (gods, demigods). 
 
    	 Free agent traits: traits granted a free agent in lieu of the champion and god-given traits. 
 
    	 Class traits: traits granted by the player's class. 
 
   
 
      
 
    Will  
 
    A measure of psi energy. The maximum available will pool of a player = highest mind attribute x 10. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    
    Story Definitions 
 
      
 
    Boon 
 
    Boons are rewards that a god may award to its champion for the completion of a mythic or legendary quest.  Boons that may be awarded to champions include: eternal life as a god’s companion; return to the wheel of life or reincarnation on any world in the cosmos. 
 
      
 
    Brotherhood of Mortals 
 
    A secretive organisation whose aims yet remains a mystery.  
 
      
 
    Candidate 
 
    The spirit of a sentient being summoned to Myelad by one of the gods, for the purpose of becoming one of its champions. 
 
      
 
    Champion 
 
    A candidate that has chosen to become a player pledged to one of the gods. The champion acts always on behalf of, and for the benefit of its God. 
 
      
 
    Citadel of Crota 
 
    The citadel of Crota was the home of Eld’s champions in the city of Crota. Prior to its destruction by the allied armies of the gods, it was considered one of the great keeps in Myelad and nearly unassailable.  
 
      
 
    Crota 
 
    Crota was the capital city of Eld’s mountain kingdom, Crotana. 
 
      
 
    Crotana (Mountain kingdom) 
 
    Eld’s former mountain kingdom, now abandoned. 
 
      
 
    Demons 
 
    Other than the gods, demons are the only other immortal beings in the cosmos. Unlike gods they are composed of ‘raw' essence, free, naturally occurring essence.  
 
      
 
    Essence Shield 
 
    The essence shield around Myelad prevents the gods or demons from leaving.  
 
      
 
    Essence Wells 
 
    Magical constructs created by Eld to trap and channel natural essence, that is normally diffused freely into the world. To end the game, a player needs to control and hold the twelve essence wells long enough to cast the world spell. 
 
      
 
    Free Agent 
 
    A summoned spirit that has entered Myelad as a player without a pledge of loyalty to any God. Kyran is the only free agent to have entered Myelad. 
 
      
 
    Free essence 
 
    Naturally occurring essence, essence generated by the world itself.  
 
      
 
    Gods 
 
    Gods are sentient, immortal entities birthed from refined divine essence.   
 
      
 
    Gods’ Game 
 
    A game between gods, played on the world of Myelad. To win the game, the 12 essence wells must be captured and held; and the world spell cast. 
 
      
 
    Godskeep 
 
    Home of the gods in spiritual plane of Myelad. 
 
      
 
    Immortal 
 
    Gods and demons are immortal. They may be 'killed', but will be reborn.  
 
      
 
    Myelad 
 
    The world of the gods’ game. A prison world. 
 
      
 
    Pathways 
 
    Conduits between the worlds through which essence flows. Also used by adepts to traverse between worlds. Since making Myelad into a prison, the pathways between the worlds have been broken. 
 
      
 
    Player 
 
    Refers to all active participants of the gods’ game including the gods, demi-gods, champions, minions and free agents. There are three ranks of players – basic players (vassals, minions), advanced players (champions, free agents), major players (gods, demi-gods). 
 
      
 
    Player Interface 
 
    The internal mental construct provided to players for their interactions within the god’s game. 
 
      
 
    Pledge of Undying Loyalty 
 
    A vow made between a champion and a god, granting the god, the champion’s complete loyalty. Attempting to break the pledge is punishable by destruction of the champion’s eternal spirit. Not only does it bind the champion to its god, it also in times of dire need, allows the champion to channel divine essence directly from its god.  
 
      
 
    Portals 
 
    Portals are arcane constructs that enable the instantaneous travel between two distance locations. Portals can be constructed as part of a network, in which case each portal is identified with a unique address, or alternatively portals may be constructed as a closed system. 
 
      
 
    Ritual of Summoning 
 
    The ritual by which gods summon spirits to Myelad for the express purpose of becoming by one of its champions. The rules only allow the ritual of summoning to be performed when the god has lost one of its champions. 
 
      
 
    Rules 
 
    The governing laws of the world of Myelad and the gods’ game. It is a set of laws and mechanics created by Eld and overseen by the Overseer, who is bound strictly to enforce them. He is granted discretionary powers only in the most exceptional of circumstances. 
 
      
 
    Vow 
 
    A Vow is a binding promise between beings. In the matter of the vow, the involved entities relinquish free will. The pledge of undying loyalty (between a champion and its god) and the oath of fealty (between a vassal and a champion) are two common instances of the vow. 
 
      
 
    Vow of Binding 
 
    The vow of binding is a vow taken by all players of the gods’ game binding themselves to its rules.  
 
      
 
    Wheel of Life 
 
    The endless cycle of life and death, through which spirits are reborn into the cosmos.  
 
      
 
    World Spell 
 
    The win conditions set by Eld for the god’s game. The exact nature and impact of this spell is unknown, but it is suspected that it allows the game rules to be changed.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    
    Abbreviations 
 
      
 
    AB: After the Breaking. 
 
    AP: Ability Points. 
 
    CON: Constitution. 
 
    CRPG: Computer roleplaying game. 
 
    Dmg: Damage. 
 
    HP: Health points. 
 
    MMO: Massively multiplayer online. 
 
    Regen.: Regeneration. 
 
    RPG:  Roleplaying Game 
 
    SP: Skill Points. 
 
    XP: Experience points. 
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