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    To our wonderful children, you bring joy to our lives. This is for you. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 The Labyrinth, 
 
    The Gods’ Game Volume II 
 
      
 
    His life on earth was over. Myelad was his world now. And there he had power. Power to change the Game. But would he? And how? 
 
    Accidentally summoned to Myelad, Kyran has earned the ire of the Gods and been banished to the subterranean world of Crota—to die. Yet Kyran has proved tough to kill, and despite the odds, has survived his first few days in the new world. 
 
    But his plans for escape have gone awry... Defeated and captured, what will become of him? 
 
    Join Kyran, as he battles his way through the labyrinth, gathering allies, overcoming foes, growing into a player, and finding purpose… 
 
      
 
    A LitRPG novel. 
 
    By Rohan M. Vider. 
 
    www.rohanvider.com 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    Dear Readers, 
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading Crota, the Gods’ Game volume I. It is only through your support that this, the second book has been made possible. I have avidly read and digested all reviews of the first book, and your feedback has helped make this book better—hopefully:). 
 
    By far the most common complaint on the first book was its length. Many felt that it was too short. This book, I assure you, is much longer!  
 
    As with the first book, to enjoy the story of this one, knowledge of CRPG and MMO games is not necessary. Every effort has been made within the story to explain crucial game mechanics and where possible, game information has been collated and presented in chapters, titled ‘Game Data’. These chapters maybe safely skipped for those interested only in the story elements. 
 
    This is a self-published work, and even though great care has been given to the review and editing of this book, some errors may have slipped through. For these, I apologise. 
 
    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 M. Vider 
 
    Rohan.vider@gmail.com
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 Prologue 
 
      
 
    One of the most remarkable aspect of the game is its Balance. Although it has been played for eons, in all that time no god has achieved a decisive advantage. Empires have grown and kingdoms shrunk but despite endless strife, shifting alliances and betrayals, no god has managed to achieve supremacy. The key to this Balance are the essence wells... – excerpt from Treatise on the Game by scholar Kel Maldax. 
 
      
 
    On the windswept plains to the south, in the tented goblinoid city of Wazrak, a lone bone sepulchre speared unerringly into the sky. In the upmost chamber, from which he ruled over his dominion with an iron fist, Xetil paced. “Where is he?” he demanded querulously. He hated to be kept waiting. 
 
    “It is a journey of three days from the Redrock, my lord,” Yiralla reminded him, “and Lesh is… unused to travelling.” 
 
    “Bah, it has been five days,” replied Xetil waspishly, “and he is in the city already. I sensed him entering hours ago! What is taking him so long?” 
 
    “Shall I send another runner, my lord?” 
 
    Xetil ignored her. “I swear if he keeps me waiting much longer, I shall tear out his heart!” 
 
    Yiralla forbore further comment. Xetil worked up and ranting was common enough. But once he escalated to issuing threats, it was best not to draw his ire. In the midst of his rages he had been known to destroy even the most loyal of followers. She tried another tack. “Why not send me instead? I will make quick work of the free agent and any undead that gets in my way.” 
 
    Xetil dismissed her plea. “Stop pestering me with this nonsense again, Yiralla. You are too valuable here. I cannot risk you in Crota.” 
 
    “But my lord—” 
 
    “Enough!” barked Xetil. “I will brook no more dissent.” 
 
    Yiralla fell silent, inwardly seething. She did not understand Xetil’s circumspection. Ordinarily he treated obstacles the way an ogre treated rocks—he crushed them. Why tread so cautiously now? And what could that corpulent slug, Lesh, do that she could not? Biting her lip, she worried over this. Her train of thoughts were interrupted by Xetil’s cry. “Finally! Took him long enough.” Xetil broke off his pacing and resumed his place on the throne. 
 
    Xetil did not keep court. Except for Yiralla and the two ogres guarding the entrance, the throne room was empty. So Lesh’s arrival was unmarked by any ceremony—other than the twinkling of his sedan chair’s bells and the panting of his overburdened goblin slaves.  
 
    Yiralla nearly burst out in laughter at the sight but managed to supress it—barely. Xetil frowned at her sudden fit of coughing.  
 
    Lesh Spizaxla was a fire kend, a virulent race that was an offshoot of the gnomish species. While kends were quicker to anger and more prone to violence than their gentler cousins, they shared the same talent for enchanting.  
 
    Lesh hailed from the volcanic plains which suited both his temperament and skills. The plains overflowed with rare gems and other crafting materials and as much as she despised the annoying fop, Yiralla had to admit that Lesh was a masterful artificer. 
 
    The litter bearers set down their cargo and Lesh strolled out and performed his obeisance to their divine overlord. He was a rotund little man, no more than one metre tall. Like all fire kends, he had a brick-red complexion and bright golden orbs for eyes. His lava-red hair was immaculately groomed, gaudy enchantments dangled off his fingers and delicate chainmail peeked out from under his intricately fashioned robes.  
 
    Yiralla snorted in derision. As if any of those trinkets would aid him in battle. Lesh was a coward and lazy to boot. He preferred the pampered luxuries of his palace to the dirt and sweat of the training hall, much less the hardship of a battlefield. That’s why, even though Yiralla would rather be the one chosen, she leaned forward in eager anticipation of Lesh’s reaction to his orders. 
 
    “Lesh, I am pleased you deigned to answer my summons,” said Xetil sarcastically. 
 
    Lesh bowed and said obsequiously, “Forgive me, Divine One. I assure you, I made haste with all urgency.” He bowed again. “What will you have of me, o glorious master?” 
 
    Xetil ignored Lesh’s unashamed pandering and said bluntly, “You will make haste to Crota. A new player has entered Myelad, one who is not beholden to any god. Do not let him raise a banner there or claim its essence well. He must be destroyed.” 
 
    Lesh’s eyes bulged open in distress. He spluttered, “Me, my lord? I don’t understand. Surely this is a job of a thug— 
 
    “I mean warrior,” he hastily amended at Yiralla’s harsh glare.  
 
    He smoothed his clothes nervously before continuing. “Of course, I always stand ready to do your will, o Divine One, but if I may beg to point out, Yiralla or even one of those brutes outside are better suited to this mission than my humble self.” 
 
    “You will not wriggle out of this with that silver tongue of yours, Lesh. I have decided. You will go to Crota but do not doubt, I well understand your limitations. I do not expect you to hunt down the player yourself. Circumstances have tied my hands. I cannot act directly and crush this worm as he so richly deserves. A sizeable incursion into Crotana will attract notice which I can ill afford now, not with the war against Auriel so delicately poised. No, this must be done quietly and without force. Not mine, anyway. 
 
    “You will be my envoy to the feral tribes infesting Crotana’s labyrinth. You will provide them aid by means of your artificer art. Such baubles will be useful to them. In return, the tribes will hunt down and kill the free agent for me.” 
 
    Visibly upset but with no other choice than to comply, Lesh swallowed further protest. “Your will is my command, master. I will gather my vassals and set forth within the week.” 
 
    “You will go alone. And you will leave tonight.” 
 
    Lesh blanched. Travelling to the wilds of Crotana was one thing, but doing so alone, without his train, vassals, and comforts, that… that was simply unbearable. Lesh objected, “But my lord! How will I protect myself? The danger—” 
 
    Yiralla snickered loudly. Xetil glowered her way until, suitably chastened, she fell silent. He turned his glare to Lesh. “Enough, Lesh. Do not try my patience further. Yiralla will assign you two followers to see to your protection. Two, no more. And you will leave tonight. Now begone and fulfil my will.” 
 
    The matter closed, Xetil vanished. Miserable, bereft of choices and alone with a cackling Yiralla, Lesh contemplated the arduous journey ahead. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    The Durham arch basilica was eerily silent, emptied of unwanted eyes and ears for this delicate matter. Assembled before the throne were five score paladins, each resplendent in mithril plate armour. The disciplined ranks of holy warriors stood with hands clenched over hearts and heads bowed. At the fore, their new commander, Sara Milton, knelt in obeisance as she received her final instructions.  
 
    “Is your mission clear to you, my child?” asked Iyra. 
 
    “It is, Divine. I am to proceed to Crotana with all haste and capture the free agent, Kyran Seversan.” 
 
    Sara was still uncertain how she felt about this. But her loyalty was to Iyra now. And, she reminded herself, Iyra did not want him dead. 
 
    “Alive, do not forget. You are to bring him back alive. Willingly if possible but bring him you must.” 
 
    “I understand, Mother.”  
 
     “Remember, under no circumstances are you to enter Crota itself. Stay well away from the citadel. You are no match yet for Zarr and his undead. Be sure to heed my will in this. I do not wish to lose you so soon, dear child.” 
 
    “Your will shall be done, Mother. I will not fail you.” 
 
    “I am pleased by your determination, daughter. Now go. Go forth and do my will.” 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    The forest’s silence was broken by a long howl from the south. It was echoed by another from the west. Adra glanced sharply at Curan, confirming his fears. “The pack has gotten ahead, cutting off the route west. Only the northern path to Crota remains open.” 
 
    Curan nodded. “They will close the noose soon. We head north and quickly.” 
 
    “But we cannot! The wounded will not survive,” cried Gaesin, his ears twitching in distress.  
 
    Amdin and Curan shared grim looks. “Then we leave them,” growled Amdin. Raising his voice, the dwarf rallied the group to order. “Ready up, ye sluggards! It is time to move out. Any who canna keep up will be left behind.” 
 
    Wearied groans of despair was his only response. Tired men and women forced themselves to their feet. “Don’t, please. You are sentencing them to death. The pack will devour them!” despaired Gaesin. 
 
    “Better them than us, boy. Now ready up or get left behind.” 
 
    Adra licked her paws in distress. A nervous habit she employed far too often of late. As heartless as Curan’s decision was, Adra could not disagree. The dire wolves had been on their trail for days and despite their best efforts they had not managed to shake them off. Alone, Adra knew she could evade pursuit. She had no qualms about leaving Curan and Amdin; they were not who she had thought them to be. She glanced at Gaesin. But she could not leave the boy. 
 
    Their only hope was to turn north, where no one wanted to go, to Crota. The haunted city was nearby. At least if the damn dwarf was to be believed. He has been wrong about everything else so far, she thought sourly. 
 
    Despite her misgivings, she shouldered her pack and tried not to think too hard about what lay ahead. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    In the town of Springhill, in its sole remaining tavern, Mirien sat with her back against the wall, eyes closed and more than half asleep. This sleepy fishing village, once a thriving centre of trade at the crossroads of three powerful kingdoms, was now largely deserted. After Crotana’s fall, trade from the north had dried up and with the long decades of peace between Xetil and Balkar, many of the soldiers had left, leaving behind only a token garrison. 
 
    She and the rest of the brotherhood team had been cooling their heels for days, waiting upon the arrival of the second team. They were late. How much longer, she wondered, did Deegan intended to wait before setting forth on their own? 
 
    The creak of the tavern’s battered door swinging open interrupted her musings. Slitting her eyes against the sudden glare, she studied the newcomer. It was Falsin. Finally. She shoved Tomlin awake. “Go fetch Deegan. Falsin has arrived.” 
 
    Falsin’s sharp eyes spotted the disturbance—as Mirien had intended—and he moved her way in a lazy roll. With a wicked gleam in his eyes, the half-elf slouched into the chair in front of Mirien. With ears twitching, he said, “My dear Mirien, I hope we haven’t kept you waiting long.” 
 
    “Knock it off, Falsin. I am in no mood. What kept you?” 
 
    “You best be careful, my dear. I swear every time I meet you, you sound more like that grouchy draconian master of yours, and less the delicate elf maiden you surely are.” 
 
    Mirien rolled her eyes impatiently. “I’m not buying what you're selling, Falsin. Now out with it, what kept you?” 
 
    Falsin shook his head ruefully and shrugged his shoulders, as if to say, well I tried. He dropped the contrived banter and replied forthright, “An urgent missive from Elasien delayed me. She received confirmation. As of five days ago our target was alive and well.” 
 
    Mirien leaned forward intently. “Do we know where?” 
 
    Falsin shook his head. “No, no more details than that. But at least it will be less of a goose chase than we feared.” 
 
    “Good. Where’s your team?” 
 
    “Camped half a day out, waiting.” 
 
    “Right, let’s go.” 
 
    “What, no time at least for a drink and chat between long-parted friends?” 
 
    Mirien did not dignify that with a response. Brusquely, she stood and marched swiftly out. With a loud, long-suffering sigh—which he made sure Mirien heard—Falsin stood and followed her out. It was going to be a long trip to Crota. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Game Data 
 
      
 
    
     Kyran Profile (Full) as at the end of Volume I 
 
     Name: Kyran Seversan 
 
     Race: Elf 
 
     Combat Level: 10 
 
     Civilian Level: 3  
 
     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, Insight, 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, 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, Show Portals, 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). 
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 Chapter 1                          
 
    06 Jul 2603 AB 
 
      
 
    Retired champions are nearly unheard of. Usually a champion only escapes the game through death. There have however been a few recorded exceptions, where champions have escaped by completing a greater boon. But the two most famous exceptions were not made thus. To this day, how Zarr, the lich king, and Aveyad, the vampire lord, lost their championhood remains a mystery. Some conjecture that Eld’s destruction was responsible, others that it was their curse of undeath.  
 
    But in one respect, all retired champions are the same; all have lost their divine skills. – from The Gods’ Game by Marcos Aurclasy, Silenheim Librarian. 
 
      
 
    Aveyad was puzzled. It was too easy. Even though the champion fought valiantly he was undoubtedly losing. And yet he had not called upon his god. This was what he and Tyeliss waited for, why they stood back. The skeletal warriors’ task was to wear the champion out, to drain his internal pools of energy until he had no choice but to call upon divine aid. 
 
    So why did he not? He watched the champion leap nimbly between the skeletons, dodging blows and landing more than a few of his own. But it mattered little, the skeletons were relentless. The outcome was foregone. Inevitably the tide turned and the champion began exhibiting signs of strain—dulled responses, exhausted buffs and sporadic spellcasting. The end was near. Any moment one of the skeletons would land a fatal blow. 
 
    He reviewed the course of the battle. There was something strange about it but he struggled to put his finger on it. Stubbornly, he worried at it. The champion sprang backwards and cast another fire dart. Why, he wondered, did the champion persist with fire spells, instead of casting holy fire or turn undead, which were far more— 
 
    That was it. That was what was strange about the battle. The champion had not employed any divine spells even though they were the most effective against the undead. Was he mistaken? Was this elf not a champion? No, that did not make sense. If that was the case, his insight would not have failed so completely. 
 
    Absorbed by the mystery, the vampire lord nearly missed Kyran’s eventual defeat. A skeletal warrior circled the champion while he was distracted parrying the blows of the two before him. The skeleton executed an overhead blow, his battle axe striking the champion’s helm crushingly hard. Too late, the elf sensed the incoming strike. He attempted to dodge, failed and fell to the ground in a lifeless heap. 
 
    The undead swung back his weapon to deliver the final blow. The abrupt silence shook Aveyad out of his reverie. Taking in the scene before him, he commanded, “Stop!” Mid-swing, the skeleton wrenched to a halt.  
 
    Tyeliss turned and gazed curiously at his companion. Striding swiftly towards the fallen champion, Aveyad answered Tyeliss’s unspoken query. “There is a strangeness here that disturbs me. Why did the champion not call upon his god for aid?” 
 
    Tyeliss shrugged. “Is that what has been eating at you?” he asked, exasperated. “It could be for any number of reasons, Aveyad. As you well know. Maybe the champion is out of favour, maybe his god realised the battle was doomed or maybe he was too arrogant to request it.” 
 
    “And why did he not cast any divine spells?” asked Aveyad.  
 
    “You are mistaken, he—” Tyeliss paused. He perused his own recollection of the battle. Finally he said, “You are right, that is curious.” They both fell silent, mulling over the champion’s strange behaviour as they covered the remaining distance to him. 
 
    The ring of skeleton warriors parted silently before the vampire lord and death knight. Reaching the champion, the vampires peered intently down. The champion was young, of average build and size for one of his kind. He was armoured in basic chitin leathers and bore only one magical item, a worthless trinket that provided a meagre boost to earth magic. A steel longsword lay besides him and blood pooled out from the wound to his head. He was still alive. But likely not for much longer.  
 
    Aveyad grunted. “Worthless gear. All basic items, probably scavenged from Crota itself. And he is a wood-elf, strange choice for a champion,” he observed.  
 
    “Maybe he is a vassal?” suggested Tyeliss.  
 
    “How did he arrive through the portal then? With it sealed, the only access is from Godshome,” replied Aveyad. 
 
    “A mystery, I agree. But what does it matter? Let him die and we can return to our rest.”  
 
    Aveyad considered this. “No,” he decided. “There are too many pieces to this puzzle that do not fit. We shall take him to Zarr.” 
 
    “But why bother? He will probably die before then. Neither of us can heal him. And what if this is an elaborate ploy? A trap by the gods? If that is the case, dare we risk taking him to the citadel?”  
 
    Aveyad shrugged. “If it is a trap, it is one I cannot fathom. If it materialises, we shall deal with it. But you are right, he will not survive the trip back without healing.” He pondered. “The kobold village. Take a few skeletal warriors and go fetch its shaman.” He knelt down besides the champion. “I will try to keep him alive until then.” 
 
    Tyeliss stared in surprise at his companion. He said, “Aveyad, I don’t –”  
 
    Not looking up from his ministrations, Aveyad interrupted. “Trust me, my friend. There is something different about this one… perhaps something that may even lead to our salvation.”  
 
    Tyeliss was astonished. “What? How—”  
 
    “Peace, Tyeliss, let us see if he lives first and hear what Zarr has to say.” 
 
    Troubled and yet intrigued, Tyeliss hesitated, considering the ramifications. He trusted Aveyad. He always had. Six hundred and fifty years ago when Aveyad first approached him, Tyeliss had gladly made the vassal's vow and given Aveyad his unconditional trust. And in all that time, never once had he cause to regret his decision, not even that fateful day when Zarr cursed them all with undeath. If Aveyad said he saw hope for them in this elven wretch, well then, Tyeliss would take him at his word. With a much lighter step he set off to do the vampire lord’s bidding and for the first time in ages, a spark of hope kindled within him. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    A few hours later the undead party was on its way, retracing its steps to the citadel. Aveyad had searched deeply within his ancient mind for long-unused skills of mundane healing. Over long hours he had fought tirelessly to keep the champion from death’s door, all the while cursing his lost magics. How much simpler this would have been if he could still practice divine healing. Nursing the champion made Aveyad remember the days that he had been alive—truly alive. Days spent in the warm light of day and dozing beneath the trees of the Elder Forest. When he had still been full of passion and afire to bring justice to the world.  
 
    But was it the trivial act of healing that conjured such thoughts? Or had they been spurred by the insidious spark of hope raised by his wild conjecture. Conjecture that he dared not look at squarely, lest he succumb to hope of the impossible.  
 
    In the end his efforts sufficed to keep the champion alive long enough for the shaman to attend to him. The terrified kobold had been easily captured and more than eager to heal the invader in return for his life and freedom.  
 
    To keep their prisoner alive but unconscious the vampires extracted herbs and other supplies from the shaman. They decided this was the safest manner to transport the champion. Healed but kept forcibly unconscious, Kyran was slung over the back of one of the skeletons for the journey. 
 
    It would be days of tireless marching before the undead made it back to the citadel. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Kyran groaned, his head pounding. Did I drink too much last night? he wondered. Blearily, he opened his eyes. He lay on a threadbare pallet rolled out on a stone surface. He brushed aside stray bits of straw that clung to his mouth. And why am I sleeping on the floor? He sat up gingerly and tried to make sense of his surroundings. At his movement, pins and needles shot up his arms and legs in protest.  
 
    He shook off his stupor and gazed around him. In a rush, his memories flooded back. The fight with the kobolds, the undead hunting party’s arrival, the blow that knocked him unconscious… 
 
    Wincing, he removed his helm and lightly felt the back of his head, expecting matted hair and blood. Surprisingly, it was whole with no trace of the injury he had surely sustained. The only remnant was his pounding headache. Why was he still alive? Who had healed him and how had they escaped the undead? 
 
    He was in a stone cubicle, dimly lit by two balls of arctic lights fixed to the ceiling overhead. The chamber had the musty odour of a room long unused. In one corner was a bucket of water and what looked to be a bowl of food. Opposite him, in place where the wall should be, was a shimmering curtain of energy.  
 
    He laboured upright and after taking a moment to still his dizziness, stumbled towards the energy field and looked beyond. A corridor stretched away in both directions. He spotted two other cubicles, both bare of occupants. He was alone.  
 
    With his mind he reached out and probed the curtain of energy.  
 
    
     Containment field (VI). 
 
     Containment fields dampen or prevent magical and psionic abilities. This is a level 6 field and requires an effective magical or mental skill of 180 to overcome. 
 
   
 
    Insight revealed it to be a containment field that blocked magical and psionic abilities and a powerful one at that. He reached out and warily laid a shaky hand upon it. It was cool to the touch and sent a gentle tingling through him but did not otherwise react. He shoved forcibly against it but could not push through. It was a physical barrier as well. 
 
    Methodically, he tested the field’s effectiveness. First, he tried a simple spell, calling his essence forth. It answered his summons as eagerly as ever. He channelled the essence into a skein of fire that was flaming hands but the spell fizzled out before it could be completed, an arc of energy from the containment field disrupting him.  
 
    Spellcasting interrupted. You have failed to cast Flaming Hands. 
 
    Next, he tried a psionic ability. He willed energy from his mind into his body to create a circuit of flowing psi through all his extremities but was interrupted by another spike of energy. The backlash from the failed psicasting jolted him painfully, adding to his already-pounding headache. Right, I don’t want to do that again. 
 
    Psicasting interrupted. You have failed to cast Mind Over Matter. 
 
    He staggered to the pallet and tried to clear his head of its painful buzzing while he called up the construct of his player map but his location was no longer indicated, blocked by the containment field.  
 
    Player’s map disabled. Knowledge of your location is blocked by the containment field. 
 
    Kyran sat back, perturbed. The conclusion was inescapable. He was a prisoner. He had adamantly ignored the possibility, keeping himself occupied with the minutiae of his explorations. But with nothing left to hold his attention he could no longer deny the truth. 
 
    Who were his captors? It could only be the undead. He had not been rescued as he hoped but taken captive. Why though? Why not simply kill him? Or were their reasons more nefarious? Did they plan to torture him? For revenge? There was no way to know.  
 
    Worriedly he paced, fear bubbling to the surface. He had not expected to survive the battle. On awakening, he had thought himself lucky to still be alive. Now he reconsidered. Alive and captured, his future could hold things far worse than mere death. He tried to shy away from such thoughts but old terrors clawed for attention.  
 
    He had been tortured once and could not—would not—let himself be subject to it again. Unwillingly his thoughts skittered back to darker days, of the oftentimes casual cruelty of the street and of things left unsaid. Gregory Bennet had been a sadistic old man. The bastard had kept Kyran in his clutches for weeks.  
 
    He panted heavily and his breath spewed out in short gasps, the lid he kept on old memories threatening to break open. He stopped short his pacing and braced his back against the wall, fighting to keep emotions in check. Shuddering with the effort, he wrenched his mind back from the abyss. He would not fall prey to those thoughts again.  
 
    He resumed his fretful pacing. He had to escape. He scrambled desperately for a solution. He rummaged through his inventory; he pounded on the containment field; he gritted his teeth against the pain and cast and recast teleport; he tapped the walls for hidden exits; he even tried scaling the walls to reach the lights; all to no avail.  
 
    Escape was impossible. 
 
    Defeated, he huddled down on his pallet, trembling in the grasp of old terrors. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 2                          
 
    12 Jul 2603 AB 
 
      
 
    Vampirism is a trait displayed only by humans and elves. Vampires are created, not born. No other sentient race has been successfully ‘turned’, the term commonly used to describe the making of a vampire. To be turned, the victim must be bitten by a vampire and then partake willingly of its blood. Not all turnings are successful however. The transformation is said to be torturous and can take days to complete. – excerpt from The Underworld and its Creatures by Necromancer Talys Madisine. 
 
      
 
    Kyran had no recollection of how long he remained in the grip of his nightmares. At some point, despite his painful anxiety he nodded off and fell into a troubled sleep, tossing and turning. Eyes red and swollen, he woke feeling not in the least rested. 
 
    The date is 12 Jul 2603 AB. 
 
    Exhausted from spent emotions, he considered the game message, eager for any distraction. Six days had passed since his battle with the undead in the lake cavern, and it had been at most a day since he awoke in the cell. That meant he had been unconscious at least five days. Long enough to make the journey back to the citadel.  
 
    So, he was back where he first started. 
 
    Despondently, he gazed around. Nothing had changed. Everything was as he had left it. What to do? A faint stirring of complaint from his gut reminded him that in all the distractions of yesterday he had not eaten. He dragged himself to the bowl of food, inspecting it. 
 
    
     Found: Mati fruit, nuts and berries. 
 
     Type: Food. 
 
     Weight: 0.7 kg. 
 
     Special properties: None. 
 
     Description: Edible source of food. 
 
   
 
    Nature lore revealed the contents of the bowl to be an edible mix of fruits, nuts, and berries. All fresh and unpreserved. He doubted these had been grown underground. His journey in the subterranean world had shown that but for the occasional fungi and lichen, it was barren of vegetation. This had to have come from above. A world he was yet to see. Listlessly he picked up the bowl and ate, waiting upon his captors’ pleasure. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    The day passed and nothing happened. His captors, undead or otherwise did not appear. As the hours ticked by, anxiety turned to boredom. To pass the time, he paced his cell, exercised and checked his gear. All his items were accounted for. He wondered if this was a sign of his captors’ carelessness or their contempt for him. He suspected the latter. 
 
    He looked around searching for something else to do but nothing caught his attention. With a resigned sigh, he lay down on his pallet and closed his eyes, waiting upon either sleep or his captors’ arrival. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Day three. Morning arrived, bringing with it another day in captivity. Kyran did not get up. Still abed his pallet, he gave his cell a cursory inspection. Nothing had changed.  
 
    No. Wait. The bowl of food and water bucket had been refilled. He bounced upright and rushed for a closer inspection. Sure enough, the bowl brimmed with fresh vegetables and the bucket with cool water.  
 
    And that was it.  
 
    There was no other evidence of his captors. Disappointed, he returned to his pallet to wait out the day. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Day eight of captivity. One day had bled into another in an unceasing monotony. Most days he did not bother getting up. Only doing so when the pangs of hunger were too vicious to ignore. His will to live had not yet forsaken him but he began to despair that his captors had abandoned him and would let him waste away, going crazy from isolation. He had feared torture but wondered if this was not worse. Day after day of nothing. He would go mad. He was halfway there already.  
 
    He looked about disinterestedly. His bowl had been refilled. His captors had come and gone while he lay asleep again. He had realised early on that this was the only weak point, the only thread he could pull to break his enforced isolation. But despite his best efforts, he had not managed to catch his captors in the act of entering his cell. Perhaps he should just stop trying. Give up. Accept his captivity.  
 
    No. 
 
    He would not. Could not. Tonight, he resolved. Tonight, he would succeed. Tonight. It had to be tonight. He could not take much more of this. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Cloaked behind shields of invisibility and silence, Tyeliss and Aveyad spied on the champion. “Any change yet?” asked Tyeliss. 
 
    Aveyad shook his head. “None.”  
 
    They continued their observation of the champion—who was doing exactly nothing. He lay listless on his pallet, eyes closed. This had been going on for days, trying even the legendary patience of the undead. “How much longer, do you think?” asked Tyeliss. 
 
    Aveyad shrugged, stoically maintaining his vigil. 
 
    After a short lapse, Tyeliss, never one for long silences, broke the quiet again. “Is Zarr still angry?” he asked. 
 
    Aveyad winced. His ears still rang from the fury Zarr had so eloquently expressed when the hunting party returned to the citadel. The lich king had not been happy. In fact, he had been so furious Aveyad feared he would end the champion’s life there and then. But reason prevailed and he stayed his hand. Not without meting out some stringent punishments, however. The least of which was this menial task assigned to the two vampires—to stand guard on the champion. Nonetheless, Aveyad did not regret his actions. He had chosen right to bring the champion here. And he was confident that Zarr would see that too. Eventually.  
 
    “I believe so,” he said ruefully. “I suspect it will take a few more days at least before our liege’s anger cools.” 
 
    Understanding Zarr as well as Aveyad, Tyeliss chuckled in agreement. “Do you think he meant it? About turning the champion, I mean?” 
 
    Aveyad’s mood darkened, thinking on that. That had been the most shocking part of their audience. Aveyad could tell that Zarr had not said it idly. The lich king was giving the idea serious consideration. He shook his head sorrowfully. Is this what we have become, my liege? Have we really fallen so low? Aveyad knew what Tyeliss was really asking. Would they follow the lich king’s command if ordered to turn the champion? Grimly, Aveyad answered Tyeliss’s unspoken question truthfully, “We are ever Zarr’s loyal subjects. We will do as commanded, my friend.” 
 
    Abashed silence followed. Predictably, it did not last long. Changing the topic, Tyeliss returned his attention to the champion. “Eight days. He should be getting desperate by now.” 
 
    Aveyad nodded, not questioning this new direction of conversation. “And yet he hasn’t attempted to commune with his god or call for divine aid in shattering the containment. If it is as I suspected, I think he will not.” 
 
    Tyeliss looked doubtful. “Perhaps he needs more motivation.” 
 
    Aveyad nodded thoughtfully. “Perhaps.” 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    He lay on his pallet, pretending to sleep. It was close to midnight. Tonight, he hoped his subterfuge would catch his captors off-guard. Despite the endless hours of doing nothing, Kyran struggled to stay awake. Once more his pretence at sleep was in danger of become reality. He wondered if his captors induced him to slumber by some magical means beyond his detection. Already he slipped in and out of sleep. 
 
    So when he heard the heavy tread of approaching footsteps, his first reaction was disbelief. Followed quickly by relief and a surge of adrenaline. The steps echoed closer and he was primed to leap forward the moment the field dropped. The footsteps stopped. Long moments of tense silence ensued. Kyran fought to remain still and not sneak a peek at whoever stood outside. Escape was within his grasp, he just knew it. 
 
    The moment was therefore much crueller when the two spoke. It was Tyeliss and Aveyad. He stood no chance with these two, even if the containment was dropped. So great was his misery, he almost abandoned his deception. Caught up in his despair, he nearly missed what the two vampires were saying. Realising he was the subject of their conversation, his ears perked up.  
 
    “What do you make of him, Tyeliss?” he heard Aveyad whisper. 
 
    “Just another little champion. Not worth the trouble really. We should have killed him at the lake.” 
 
    “You know Zarr wants answers first,” said Aveyard chidingly. At the mention of Zarr’s name, Kyran’s heart beat rapidly. What answers could a six hundred year-old lich seek from him? 
 
    Tyeliss chuckled evilly. “Of course, nothing better than some time spent on the rack to make an elf talk. Zusa will enjoy his new victim. It has been a while since his last.” 
 
    Torture. They were talking about torturing him. His teeth chattered. It took all he had to keep the rest of him still. He hoped the vampires had not noticed. 
 
    “And if that fails, which is not likely, then we get to turn him,” added Tyeliss maliciously. Kyran’s heart pounded. Turn? Did that mean what he thought it meant? 
 
    “Don’t get too excited just yet, my friend. He still has a day more before he is ready.” 
 
    “Right you are,” said Tyeliss. Their inspection complete, the two vampires walked off, leaving behind a mass of anxiety that was Kyran. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    With self-satisfied smirks, the two vampires strolled away. “That went well, I thought,” said Tyeliss. 
 
    “It did, didn’t it?” Aveyad smiled. “You, my friend, are an admirable actor.” 
 
    “Did you hear his heartbeat surge when we mentioned turning? And at that bit about torture?” chuckled Tyeliss. 
 
    Aveyad nodded. “A cruel trick to play, but perhaps just deserts for spying. That’s the second time he has eavesdropped upon us.” 
 
    “You think it will work?” 
 
    “I hope so, Tyeliss, I hope so. Because if that didn’t scare him, I’m afraid nothing short of actual torture will.” 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    For a long time after the two vampires left, Kyran stared unseeingly. His hopes had been cruelly dashed again. He was destined to die here, and in a manner most gruesome.  
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Lesh and his two protectors stood before the dark pit contemplating the next part of their journey. Their trip from Wazrak had been arduous. The trio had navigated the windswept plains and barren mountains using little more than goat trails and game paths—much to Lesh’s vocal displeasure. The journey had been made twice as long by the kend’s unsuitability for travel; as a creature of comfort, he was unused to the hardships it imposed.  
 
    His protectors had said nothing but their silence was all the more telling. He felt their judging contempt in every glance. How he wished he could crush the life from these two flesh bags but no, he needed them too much. Without them he would be lost. He had no idea where they were, nor how to find the feral tribes. Even worse, he depended on them for protection. The odd wyvern and mountain ogre that they had encountered in these godforsaken wilds had quickly fled on seeing—and smelling—the two troll hunters.  
 
    Lesh gazed unhappily at the hole into the labyrinth. It was dark, uninviting and seemed to bore into the depths of the earth. “Do we have to go down there?” he asked for the tenth time. “Are you sure this is the only way to get to the ferals?”  
 
    The entrances to the Crotana labyrinth were few and far between. The closest entrance to Wazrak was through the dwarven city. However, since the city’s fall, its gates had been sealed shut. Which left this fathomless pit down which Lesh stared uneasily. It had been uncovered by chance during the war but was of limited use to an invasion force, being too narrow and easily collapsible. For Lesh’s small party however, Xetil had deemed it perfect. Litalgyar, the larger of the two troll hunters, grunted in the affirmative. Their disrespect was simply maddening.  
 
    But there was no getting around it. He would have to enter the pit. Cursing fiercely to himself and hating every step, Lesh entered the tunnel, wanting only to end this blasted endeavour. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 3                          
 
    21 Jul 2603 AB 
 
      
 
    Zarr Dwamenkor. Of all the legendary champions in the history of the game, Zarr Dwamenkor was—is—one of its most famous. Zarr it is who defeated the demon lord, Jaxilyx. Who first conquered the dungeon, Mal Lurcher. And who subdued a greater dragon, whose loyalty he won, so much so, that it followed him into death, becoming a dracolich. 
 
    However, Zarr was not only renowned for his legendary feats but also for his empathy and compassion, so reminiscent of his God. It was Zarr who led the Crotana armies that freed Durn Duruhl from Xetil’s enslavers and cleansed the labyrinth of their stench. Zarr it was, who instituted the equality system, making justice available to all, players and norms alike. 
 
    But it was also Zarr, in his rage at the gods’ betrayal and grief over his god’s death, who cursed his people with undeath and subjected them to eons of separation from the wheel of life. 
 
    Which is the real Zarr? The vicious undead lich or the empathic leader that was a beacon of hope to his people? – from The Gods’ Game by Marcos Aurclasy, Silenheim Librarian. 
 
      
 
    The next morning, he woke up bleary-eyed and dragged himself out of bed. He had done some soul-searching last night. No matter what today brought he would face it on his feet. He began a series of stretches, working on long-unused muscles. After that he moved onto meditation and contemplation, and then back to physical exercises.  
 
    But despite Kyran's new-found resolve, the day passed slowly with frequent bouts of self-doubt that he only managed to banish with mind-numbing workouts. By mid-afternoon he was sorely tired and looked to his player profile to occupy his attention. In his apathy of the past days he had ignored it. During the battle with the undead he had reached combat level ten and had skill and ability points to spend.  
 
    
     Combat Skills (21 SP available) 
 
     Psi 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 
 
       
 
     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: 6.4 (8 base) 
 
   
 
    Thus far, he had not specialised his skills and had allocated his points as and when needed. To some extent, he felt this was still the best tactic. The game was too varied for a highly specialised approach to be successful. Nonetheless he did need to decide upon his core skills, and build the rest of them around it. 
 
    He spent the afternoon strategizing his development. Efficient essence and psi usage were key, because as powerful as spells were, their high cost meant he always faced the threat of running empty. To address this, he improved psionics and spellcasting—the skills that reduced spell cost.  
 
    
     Psionics and Spellcasting marked as Priority Skills. 
 
     Base skill in psionics has increased to 10. Psicasting cost reduced by 4.8. 
 
     Base skill in spellcasting has increased to 10. Spellcasting cost reduced by 5.1. 
 
   
 
    From a defensive perspective, fire magic was essential. Light armour, while useful for physical defence was not as necessary if his fire shield was active. He maximised both but marked only fire magic as a core skill. 
 
    Offensively, only telepathy and fire magic provided him with a ranged attack. Briefly, he toyed with the notion of investing in wands and staffs; it would unlock other types of ranged magical attacks but would require investing in another skill, and he already had too many.  
 
    
     Telepathy and Fire Magic marked as Priority Skills. 
 
     Base skill in light armour has increased to 10. Physical defence: 14.4. 
 
     Base skill in telepathy has increased to 10. Psi damage: 20.4. 
 
     Base skill in fire magic has increased to 10. Fire damage: 25.5. 
 
   
 
    Deciding on his remaining skills was much tougher. Most of his utility spells—crowd control, buffs and support spells—had proven useful. Ice wall, grasping roots, beast bonding, teleport, blend and restore health had proven their worth but he did not have enough skill points to invest in all of them. Between them, six different skills were involved and he had only three points left, which he decided to reserve for now.  
 
    Undoubtedly, for as long as he remained in Crotana, beast bonding was essential. Even though it was not of use in his present circumstances, as a prisoner of the undead. He marked it as a core skill.  
 
    Beast Bonding marked as a Priority Skill. 
 
    He moved on to consider the available abilities.  
 
    
     Available Combat Abilities (4 AP available) 
 
     Beast Bonding: Enrage Beast. 
 
     Body Control: Boost Health, Boost Speed. 
 
     Telekinesis: Teleport Object, Hold. 
 
     Telepathy: 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. 
 
   
 
    Earth tremor and poison ward would give him damaging area-of-effect spells while boost speed and hold could prove useful in effecting an escape from the undead. 
 
    
     New ability learnt! 
 
     Ability: Earth Tremor 
 
     Skill: Earth magic. 
 
     Description: Causes the earth to shake at the targeted area. The tremor will cause all creatures to be knocked down and take earth damage unless resisted. 
 
     Rank: Novice. 
 
     Cost: 40 Essence. 
 
     Execution time: 5 seconds. 
 
     Area of effect: Radius of 0.5m x skill around target. 
 
     Range: Up to the caster’s direct line of sight. 
 
     Damage: Inflicts a maximum of 0.5 x skill of earth damage to the targets. 
 
     Debuff: Causes creatures in the area of effect to be knocked down. May be resisted. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     New ability learnt! 
 
     Ability: Poison Ward 
 
     Skill: Earth magic. 
 
     Description: Places an invisible ward at the targeted area. A hostile creature entering the ward will trigger it, causing all creatures within the ward’s area of effect to take poison damage unless resisted. Warning: Only one Poison Ward may be active at a time. 
 
     Rank: Novice. 
 
     Cost: 40 Essence. 
 
     Execution time: 5 seconds. 
 
     Area of effect: Radius of 0.1m x skill around target. 
 
     Range: Up to the caster’s direct line of sight. 
 
     Damage: Inflicts a maximum of 0.5 x skill of poison damage per second damage to the targets. 
 
     Duration: 10 seconds. 
 
     Debuff: Causes all creatures caught in the wall to be poisoned. Can be resisted.  
 
   
 
      
 
    
     New ability learnt! 
 
     Ability: Boost Speed 
 
     Skill: Body control. 
 
     Description: This ability draws on the power of the mind to increase the caster’s physical speed. 
 
     Rank: Novice. 
 
     Cost: 40 Will. 
 
     Execution time: 5 seconds. 
 
     Buff: Speed of physical actions increased by 1% x skill (may be applied to self only). 
 
     Duration: 1 minute x skill. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     New ability learnt! 
 
     Ability: Hold 
 
     Skill: Telekinesis. 
 
     Description: This ability prevents a single hostile creature from moving or taking physical actions. Warning: this ability does not prevent the target from using magical or psi actions. 
 
     Rank: Novice. 
 
     Cost: 40 Will. 
 
     Execution time: 5 seconds. 
 
     Area of effect: Single target. 
 
     Range: Up to the caster’s direct line of sight. 
 
     Duration: 1 second x skill. 
 
     Debuff: Causes the creature to be held. Can be resisted. 
 
   
 
    Afternoon had turned into evening before Kyran finished with his levelling and still his captors did not appear. Impatient though he was for them to make themselves known, there was little he could do to speed them along. With a weary sigh, he pulled himself up and resumed his exercise. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
     “Well, Aveyad, what now?” asked Tyeliss, bemused by the scene of the little elf hopping around his cell. 
 
    Aveyad shook his head. It was clear that their playacting had an effect on the champion, just not the one anticipated. Contrary to expectations, the champion made no effort to call upon his god. And Aveyad was convinced that he never would. “I think our gambit has failed and not because we neglected to frighten the champion sufficiently. I believe that the elf has not called upon his God because he cannot.” 
 
    Tyeliss nodded. No longer doubting. “What do we tell Zarr?” 
 
    “That we have failed to uncover the elf's secrets. That this course has not worked. That it’s time for other measures.” 
 
    “Will he ask us to turn him, do you think?” asked Tyeliss worriedly. 
 
    “I don’t know, Tyeliss. I hope not.” Still cloaked from the champion's sight, the two vampires left their observation post to report their failure to their liege. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Towards evening, the echo of approaching footsteps sounded again. 
 
    Kyran waited attentively, stilling frayed nerves. The vampires stopped before him. The two were dressed as he had last seen them, Tyeliss in black armour and Aveyad in his courtly attire. This time both were uncloaked, revealing their faces. If not for their pallid-grey complexion and pale-red lips, both vampires could have passed for human—sickly pale specimens but human nonetheless. Their features were classically aristocratic. Aveyad's ice-white hair was intricately braided whilst Tyeliss's was chopped militarily short. Kyran peered closely but saw no signs of elongated fangs. 
 
    “Good,” said Tyeliss without preamble, “you are up already.”  
 
    “The lich king will see you now,” said Aveyad.  
 
    At Kyran’s continued silence, Tyeliss said, “Do not think to escape when we drop the field. We will be forced to kill you.” This was an appealing thought. It would be a painless way to go but he would not surrender life so easily. 
 
    Unaware of Kyran's inner monologue, Tyeliss continued, “And that would not please Zarr, at least not until he has had a chance to question you.”  
 
    Mistaking Kyran’s blank look for terror, Aveyad said kindly, “Answer the lich king honestly and without deceit and perhaps you may survive, little elf.” 
 
    Kyran gulped in spite of his determination, still apprehensive. He dismissed wild plans of escape that had little hope of success and strode, if not boldly then firmly, to his fate. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    When the containment field dropped, Kyran’s map came alive. Sandwiched between the two vampires, he checked his map. His cell was in a subterranean level of the citadel from which they proceeded upwards. 
 
    The vampires had not disarmed him or secured his hands. They obviously considered him little threat and as difficult as it was to admit, they were right. Nevertheless, both watched him closely. Through their slow climb they saw no one else; the citadel was ghostly quiet. His map however told a different story, filled with hundreds of stationary red dots behind the many closed doors leading off the corridors. 
 
    Surprisingly, the corridors, like his cell, were illuminated by glowing balls of light. Kyran wondered if it was for his benefit. Eventually they arrived at a metal door decorated with complex designs. They had reached their destination. The throne room. The door stretched far overhead and though it was sealed, contained no bars, locks, handles or any other means to open it.  
 
    Of its own accord, the door glided silently open. The room beyond was elegantly furnished with none of its trappings showing signs of the decay he expected in a six-hundred-year-old haunted castle. The room spanned over a hundred metres in length and was half as wide. The ceiling was painted with elaborate depictions of the stars, planets and other celestial bodies, none of which were familiar to Kyran. The walls were festooned with all manner of banners and stretching the length of the room was a deep black carpet with silver embroidery and arcane symbols. At its end stood a massive throne which dominated the chamber. 
 
    The party advanced down the carpeted hall, Kyran anxious now that the moment he dreaded had arrived. He was jerked to a halt by the vampires before the throne. It glittered with gems, each shining with its own magical aura. Seated on the throne was the lich king. 
 
    The lich king was not physically intimidating—he was only slightly larger in size than Kyran—but he projected a palpable air of menace. His skin was pale, wrinkled and spotted with age. His eyes and lips were shrunken and he lacked facial hair. His head was bald and adorned with a simple silver band. He was clothed in flowing black robes, and his skeletal hands bore an onyx-black staff. His eyes, which were grey and penetrating, stared unblinkingly at Kyran. 
 
    The silence stretched. Kyran fiddled nervously, not willing to speak first. He cast insight over the lich king, and went weak at the knees at the revealed information. 
 
    
     Name: Zarr Dwamenkor 
 
     Class: Lich King 
 
     Race: Ancient Lich (Living dead) 
 
     Rarity: Legendary 
 
     Level: 121 (Grandmaster) 
 
     Health: 1450 / 1450 
 
     Attack: unknown. 
 
     Defences (Physical/ Psi/ Spell): unknown. 
 
       
 
     Special Effects: 
 
     Unknown (Your level is too low to perceive this). 
 
       
 
     Description: 
 
     Liches are mages who have been transformed into living dead from channelling excessive amount of death magic. With age, liches mature in strength, gaining power with every passing decade. The oldest and most feared liches are ancient liches. 
 
   
 
    The lich was a former champion of Eld. This he knew already from the Overseer's tale. What so nearly unmanned him was Zarr's level. He was level one hundred and twenty-one. A level so far above his own paltry level ten that Kyran could not even grasp the lich's power. If all champions were this powerful, he was doomed. 
 
    Maintaining his unblinking stare, Zarr asked, "Who are you?" His voice came out a papery whisper, rasping from long disuse. 
 
    Kyran licked his lips, and taking Aveyad's advice, answered honestly. "Kyran Seversan." 
 
    "Who are you?" repeated the lich king, louder, demanding. 
 
    "Kyran Seversan," he repeated. Clearer and louder this time, enunciating the words deliberately. 
 
    "Who are you?!" thundered the lich king again, and in a flurry of robes, rose to his feet and strode ominously towards Kyran. 
 
    Kyran began babbling, not sure what response the lich king was looking for. "I'm Kyran, from Earth, I was brought here—" 
 
    He got no further. Reaching him, Zarr unceremoniously grabbed Kyran by the throat and effortlessly swung him aloft. Kyran gasped futilely for breath and tried to pry the lich's hands off his throat, his legs kicking furiously. 
 
    "I will ask you for the last time, champion, who are you?" whispered the lich king menacingly.  
 
    Struggling for breath, Kyran managed to gasp, "I'm not..." He could not get any further. 
 
    "Not?" asked the lich indifferently. He waited. Seeing Kyran's face drain of colour and life, he loosened his grip fractionally.  
 
    Frantically gasping for air, Kyran blurted out, "I'm not—I’m not a champion." 
 
    The lich king opened his hand and Kyran fell to a heap on the floor. "Explain," demanded Zarr, glaring down at Kyran. 
 
    Making no effort to get up, Kyran took a moment to recover before answering the lich king as fully and completely as he could. "I’m Kyran, a human from the world of Earth. I was accidently caught in a summoning by Goddess Iyra—" 
 
    "Impossible," interrupted Tyeliss. "The Rules would not permit—" 
 
    Boldly, Kyran interrupted the vampire, realising it was more important to explain himself than be respectful. "That's what the gods thought as well but the Overseer confirmed that I have no divine spark." Silence greeted this pronouncement. 
 
    "No divine spark?" asked Tyeliss disbelievingly. Zarr, content to let the vampire continue the questioning, maintained his furious glare. 
 
    "Yes," said Kyran, nodding vigorously. "My spirit contains no divine spark. According to the gods such a spirit has always been theoretically possible, but the likelihood of it ever occurring has been very low." 
 
    The three undead digested this. "Why then did the gods let you live? Why send you here?" asked Tyeliss, continuing the questioning. 
 
    "They had no choice," replied Kyran. "At least not according to the Overseer. The rules required me to be given the choice and sent to Myelad. As for why here, they sent me here to die, not trusting each other enough to perform the task at another starting location." 
 
    As one, both the lich king and Tyeliss turned to Aveyad. "Aveyad, you know the rules best. What do you make of this?" 
 
    Aveyad took his time responding. He answered with careful deliberation, "The rules are unequivocal. No god may harm any spirit in Myelad, regardless of their means of entry. It is equally clear that all spirits entering Myelad must be given the Choice." He slowed, proceeding less confidently, "I suppose the manner of the elf’s entrance to Myelad is theoretically possible but to my knowledge has never occurred previously." 
 
    "That was the gods’ conclusion as well," interjected Kyran, knowing his life balanced on this conversation. "Weeran believed it was an event not likely to occur again and that it was remarkable that it even occurred once."  
 
    The three undead focused their attention back on Kyran. Zarr asked, "And what choice were you given, elf? Which god have you pledged to?" 
 
    "None," replied Kyran more confidently now. With every question, the threat of imminent destruction lessened and his fear subsided. "My lack of divine spark prevents the Pledge. I was given the choice as a free agent." 
 
    "Free agent?" queried Aveyad. "I recall no such provisions in the rules." 
 
    Kyran shrugged. "As best as I could understand it, I have been granted all the traits of a player but none of a champion, and I am bound to none of the gods." He hesitated, then continued. "Some of the gods considered me a threat, others a potential ally, and so I was sent to Crota to die—and end the problem of my existence forever." 
 
    The menace from the lich king had waned by this time. While he was no less frightening, nor his presence less daunting, he now appeared more intrigued than murderous. "And what of your skills, traits and quests." 
 
    "As a free agent, the overseer ruled I could select traits from any god to replace the god-given traits of champions." Kyran deliberately did not provide any further information of his skills and trait selection. “My quests were granted by the Overseer.” 
 
    "And what quests were you given?" 
 
    "Two were common enough and related to levelling. The third was to seek out further knowledge on the game and the fourth to find Eld." 
 
    At the last statement the tension in the room ratcheted up again. All three undead held themselves with fragile stillness and were seemingly balanced on an edge, on the brink of violence. 
 
    "Eld? The Overseer asked you to find Eld?" whispered Zarr, the light of madness filling his eyes. 
 
    Sensing that his life was poised on a knife's edge again but not knowing why, Kyran was unsure how to answer. Eventually he settled on the truth. "Uhm... yes."  
 
    For whatever reason Kyran's answer satisfied the lich king and the madness in his gaze faded. He stared piercingly at Kyran, who felt himself being weighed on some unmeasurable scale. Eventually Zarr broke off his stare and paced the room. Reaching a decision, the king said, "Return him to his cell. I must think on this." 
 
    The two vampires bowed and taking hold of Kyran, dragged him back. Faced with who knew how many more days in an empty cell, Kyran found the courage to shout, "Wait, can I please be granted access to the library, or something, anything to do?" 
 
    "No," replied the lich decisively, then deigned to explain further. "The gods cannot know of your presence here and if you fulfil your knowledge quest they will be informed." 
 
    "Can I at least be given leave to train," pleaded Kyran, desperate for something to occupy his attention. 
 
    The lich stopped and turned to Kyran, giving him his full attention once more. "What are your civilian abilities?" he asked. Kyran debated answering but if he wished for Zarr to grant his request he had little choice but to comply. 
 
    "Scrying, travelling, gathering—" said Kyran.  
 
    The lich nodded disinterestedly. "Your cell will be modified to allow you to practice your scrying." Not waiting upon Kyran's response, the lich king waved them irritably away. 
 
    Kyran barely managed a "thank you" before being forcibly dragged away. On the way back to his cell Kyran tried to ply both vampires with questions but both were too wrapped up in their own thoughts to bother with him. He eventually gave up and stayed silent for the remainder of the walk back. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Aveyad’s mind whirled with the revelations. He sensed in the lake cavern that something was amiss, that the elf did not fit the typical mould of a champion but this… not in his wildest imaginings did he suspect this. And the implications were no less troubling. An unbound player. It would turn the game on its head. He looked at the frail figure of the elf. The player was a double-edged sword. There would be no peace for the elf, he realised, not while he lived. The gods would never stop hunting him.  
 
    And to the undead, he was both an opportunity and… danger. One that could even spark the gods into a historic third alliance. Zarr was likely even now wrestling with these very issues. He did not envy his liege the decisions he had to make.  
 
    And Eld was alive, he thought, heart soaring. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Tyeliss had been stunned by what he had heard. Surely the elf lied. Eld could not be alive. He had expected Zarr to turn the player into a smoking pile of ash for his temerity, for the vile lie he told. But for some reason the lich king had stayed his hand. Did Zarr think there was some truth to what the elf said? But no, it was completely unbelievable.  
 
    He looked to Aveyad, lost deep in his own thoughts. He desperately wanted to know what he made of this. Tyeliss himself was uncertain. The only thing that he was certain of, was that this would overturn everything. For better or worse the undead’s decline into eternal sleep had been halted and Zarr, he was sure, would take a vigorous hand in events again, if only to confirm the falsity of the elf’s words. 
 
    Interesting times lay ahead. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Zarr was troubled but for the first time in six hundred years felt a glimmer of hope. One thought kept turning over and over in his mine. Eld was alive. Could it be? How was it possible? Their pledges had broke before he cast the curse. It was the breaking of the pledge itself that gave him the impetus to curse his own people. At the time he had believed it could only mean one thing—that Eld was dead. And in six hundred years nothing had given him cause to doubt this belief. The pledge was irrevocable, sacrosanct and in all the eons of the game the only escape from it was death. Had they been wrong? Had Eld done the unthinkable and released them from their pledges? And if so, why? And why, he thought bitterly, would he remain silent all this time? 
 
    Zarr muttered to himself, filled with doubt. If the little elf was to be believed, the Overseer had requested him to find Eld. The rules prevented the issue of impossible questions, ergo Eld must be alive. If the elf was to be believed. Yet Zarr had sensed no deception in him. As fantastical and unbelievable as his story was, the divine truth spell Zarr had cast had confirmed his every word to be truth. 
 
    Eld. 
 
    Alive. 
 
    Now he would have to decide what to do about it. Zarr resumed his pacing. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Kyran was back in his cell. The two vampires had wasted no time in depositing him within and hurrying off. His apathy from the days before had vanished. Frightening though his audience with the lich king had been, it had reinvigorated him too. He reflected on the conversation. The undead had not known what to make of him; he was not what they expected. By the same token, they were not what he expected. They were not the mindless, violent creatures he had feared. While not pleasant, and certainly frightening, they appeared rational. He held onto the slim hope that they might let him go. 
 
    With naught else to do, Kyran tried to scry. Surprisingly it worked. His other abilities were still blocked but the lich king had kept his word. Shrugging, he set to practicing and uncovering his surroundings in the hope of eventually being freed. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Thunder rumbled and jagged bolts of lightning flashed, momentarily brightening the otherwise pitch darkness of the stormy night. Rain pelted Sara and Commander Ruben where they stood on the ship’s prow as the ship crested another rolling mountain of waves. 
 
    The storm had a raw, untamed fury, the likes of which she had not experienced back on Earth. These waters were infamous for its wild seas and raging storms and many a ship had met its end here. The Iyran expedition however, had nothing to fear, sailing as they were in a god-blessed vessel. Or so she had been told. They had been at sea for weeks and were finally nearing their destination. The ship’s captain estimated they would make landfall tomorrow or the day after. It was time to plan their next move. 
 
    Turning to the commander of the paladin company, Ruben Calistra, Sara asked, “Commander, what can we expect in the dead cities?” The dead cities were what the ruined remains of Crotana's eastern coastal ports were called. Once thriving cultural centres forming part of the great northern trade routes, they were now dead and forgotten, reclaimed by the encroaching forests. 
 
    The commander shrugged. “Truth be told, my lady, we have little recent intelligence on them. The last imperial ship to make landfall in these waters was over a hundred years ago, and then it found nothing more than abandoned ruins, ferals and beasts. I suspect little has changed since then but I am sure whatever we encounter will prove no match for a company of imperial paladins.” 
 
    “While I appreciate your confidence, commander,” said Sara with some asperity, “please keep in mind we will be deep into hostile territory without support or aid and we can expect to remain so for months on end. So, I would appreciate it if we could at least attempt to formulate a strategy.” 
 
    Commander Ruben disguised a frown. He was an experienced combat veteran with more than twenty years of service and while the champion was blessed by Iyra, she was new to this world and understood little of it. Nonetheless, it did not do to argue with a champion, much less one newly minted and eager to flex her recently acquired powers. So instead of venting his anger, he responded mildly to her rebuke. “Of course, my lady. We shall make landfall in East Harbour, the oldest of the dead cities. From there we will head west to Shale Valley where we will ford the mighty Sein River, crossing over into the Elder Forest. From there we will plot a course northwest to Crota. Does that suit my lady?” 
 
    Sara well knew the commander chafed under his new champion. He had not been given over to her as a vassal; none of the paladins in the company had. This mission, she knew, was as much a test of her as anything else. She could ill-afford to fail. So as much as it might disturb the commander to be questioned by an un-blooded girl, a virgin of war, she would persist with her queries. But she would not interfere with his command, not yet at least. She nodded agreeably and said simply, “It does, commander, my thanks.”  
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Game Data 
 
      
 
    
     Kyran Profile (Condensed) 
 
     Name: Kyran Seversan 
 
     Race: Elf 
 
     Combat Level: 10 
 
     Civilian Level: 3 
 
     Health: 100/100 
 
     Stamina: 500/500 
 
     Will: 1020/1020 
 
     Essence: 1200/1200 
 
       
 
     Attacks 
 
     Physical: 10.6 (slash). 
 
     Mental: 20.4 (psi). 
 
     Spell: 25.5 (fire). 
 
       
 
     Defences 
 
     Physical Defence: 11.7 
 
     Psi Defence: 10.0 
 
     Spell Defence: 10.0 
 
       
 
     Combat Skills (3 SP available) 
 
     Beast Bonding: 17.8 (7 base) 
 
     Body Control: 16.3 (8 base) 
 
     Light Armour: 12.0 (10 base) 
 
     Psionics: 20.4 (10 base) 
 
     Psi Armour: 0 
 
     Telekinesis: 14.3 (7 base) 
 
     Telepathy: 20.4 (10 base) 
 
     Will Regen.: 0 
 
     Air Magic: 17.9 (7 base) 
 
     Earth Magic: 17.9 (7 base) 
 
     Essence Regen.: 0 
 
     Fire Magic: 25.5 (10 base) 
 
     Supportive Magic: 7.7 (3 base) 
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     Spellcasting: 25.5 (10 base) 
 
     Water Magic: 17.9 (7 base) 
 
     Longbow (Racial): 0 
 
     Longsword (Racial): 6.4 (8 base) 
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     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 
 
     Novice: 
 
     Beast Bond, Extend Bond, Confusion, Boost Speed, Hold. 
 
     Truesight, Fire Dart, Slippery Ice, Grasping Roots, Fire Shield, Ice Wall, Earth Tremor, Poison Ward. 
 
     Base: 
 
     Calm Beast, Mind Over Matter, Teleport (Self), Mind Shock. 
 
     Blend, Barkskin, Flaming Hands, Restore Health (Self), Water Armour. 
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     Novice: 
 
     Travel (Self), Basic Scrying, Gather Plants. 
 
     Base: 
 
     Inspiring, Channel Essence, Show Hostiles, Show Portals, 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).


 
   
 
   
 
  

 Chapter 4                          
 
    28 Jul 2603 AB 
 
      
 
    There are no innocents in a holy war. This, at least is what priests will tell you, and they will add, full of religious fervour, that every man, woman or child in a rival god’s demesne is an enemy combatant. If she is not a warrior, then she is a follower, empowering her god with divine essence, and if she is not a follower, then she is a mother and a bearer of potential enemies. And if he is a babe, well then, he is a future threat. And all threats must be eliminated.  
 
    Do not be fooled. Regardless of their god, all men are vicious in divine service. Beware the holy war, for it is you, the innocent, that will be its victim. – from Observations on the Gods, secret text of Dagzid, Brotherhood scholar. 
 
      
 
    Seven days passed. In that time Kyran had no visitors. His days and nights were spent in endless training. Systematically he scryed the citadel’s environs, gradually working outwards in a spiral pattern. When he exhausted his store of essence, he rested then began anew.  
 
    After days of constant scrying, he reached civilian level twelve. 
 
    
     Kyran has reached civilian level 12!  
 
     Base skill in scrying has increased to 12. Show hostile radius: 172m. 
 
     Base skill in travelling has increased to 12. Max travelling distance: 0.86km. 
 
     Remaining: 18 Civilian SP and 9 AP. 
 
   
 
    Progress had been excruciatingly slow but he could now scry a ten-metre patch in a one-kilometre radius—a powerful scouting tool indeed. Not to mention that the detection radius of show hostiles had increased to nearly two hundred metres. Assuming he lived beyond his imprisonment, the seven days had been well spent and his training would serve him well.  
 
    He had laboriously uncovered the neighbouring area. Crota nested at the foot of the majestic Skarral Mountains. To the south was the sweeping expanse of the Elder Forest. The mountains were a jigsaw of sheer cliffs and tall peaks, with no safe passage through. The forest teemed with life, much of it strange and predatory. No easy route there either, not for the lone traveller. 
 
    The haunted citadel and the dead city at its feet were the only signs of civilisation in any direction. The citadel, despite its battle scarring, was a formidable sight. Set high above the city on the top of a mountain peak, its only approach was a steep winding road that was protected by four imposing towers.  
 
    The signs of the six-hundred-year-old war were clear to see. Scorch marks were liberally spattered throughout the citadel, from what Kyran assumed were magical projectiles. The gates to both the city and citadel were shattered and the walls were obliterated in places.  
 
    The city below was much worse, only the odd building standing. Its entire crumbling expanse was otherwise filled with wreckage. Peppered throughout the city were strange white mounds, which on closer inspection, an appalled Kyran realised were the bones of the dead, abandoned where they had been butchered. An entire city’s worth of them, of all shapes and sizes, including many that surely belonged to infants. The sheer scale of the slaughter sent chills up Kyran's spine. Why, oh why murder an entire city, many of them innocents? What did it take to butcher so indiscriminately?  
 
    Kyran struggled to reconcile the ravaged city with the gods he had met, who, while not paragons of virtue, at least appeared civilized… Why would they allow this? Dead babies. Thousands of them. He could not get the horror of their tiny bones out of his mind. It struck to his core.  
 
    He realised, he was not the only victim here. Countless others suffered at the hands of the gods. His own small plight did not compare with that of the millions on this world, unwilling participants—slaves really—of the game. For the first time he wondered how many lives the gods’ game claimed every day and who sought to protect the helpless.  
 
    He well understood the plight the powerless suffered at the hands of the powerful. His enmity of the gods, already simmering from his own treatment, boiled over. He vowed to do what he could, to help the people of Myelad, born under the tyranny of the gods.  
 
    But first he had to help himself. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    It had been seven days, and Zarr was no closer to deciding what to do. He was running out of time; he could feel the Gods battering against his scrying barrier, searching for the player. Soon, he would be unable to hold them off. Their very persistence was worrying and gave further credence to the elf’s tale.  
 
    He feared what would happen to his people if the gods discovered the player’s presence in Crota. Six hundred years ago, at the height of its power, Crotana had been unable to resist the combined might of the gods, and now, reduced to so much less, a concerted effort by any one of the gods would topple them. The only thing that had kept them safe these long years had been the gods’ internal strife and their fear of letting Crota’s essence well be claimed by another. 
 
    The gods were right to fear the free agent. He represented so much potential… potential to disrupt the game forever. If they believed him allied with the undead, they would suspect Eld’s hands at play—for all that most believed him dead—and nothing, absolutely nothing, would stop them from destroying Crotana again. This time once and for all. Because if there was one thing the Gods had learnt to fear, it was the wiles of Eld. 
 
    Zarr could not help but wonder if this was some plot of Eld’s. If it was, Eld had not seen fit to inform his champions—former champions, he reminded himself bitterly. Yet he remained loyal to Eld and would do whatever he could to further his goals. 
 
    He was no closer to deciding upon a course of action. It all hinged on how much he could trust the player. The elf had been honest in that first audience, but that did not mean Zarr could trust him.  
 
    Turning the player remained the most tempting choice. Made undead, the elf would have little choice but to ally himself to their cause. He knew Aveyad strongly disapproved of such a path and truth be told, it was a line he was averse to crossing himself. Yet his people’s future lay at stake. It came back to the question of trust. Could the player be trusted? He did not know. Perhaps… perhaps, if he gave the elf a bit more freedom, he could learn something of him, other than how poor his scrying was, he thought wryly. 
 
    Yes, he could hold off the gods a few days yet. Let us see how this Kyran reacts to Crota's undead. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    He was munching mechanically through his daily bowl of greens when he heard the tread of footsteps. The vampires had returned. The two waited patiently before his cell. Kyran remained seated and continued eating. He was feeling particularly belligerent this morning. 
 
    Aveyad said, “Zarr has reconsidered your imprisonment. You have been given access to the citadel.” 
 
    Kyran spluttered, nearly choking in his shock. With his mouth still stuffed with food, all he could manage was a not very eloquent, “Wha—?” 
 
    “You are still confined to the citadel. And whenever you leave your cell, Tyeliss or myself will accompany you. For your own safety.” 
 
    “And that of the citadel’s denizens,” added Tyeliss pointedly, no doubt in reference to Kyran’s previous violent attacks on the skeletons. 
 
    Kyran reddened at the memory, but did not let Tyeliss’s comment deter him. “But why? Why after two weeks of captivity?” He could not believe he was finally being let out. 
 
    Aveyad blinked, not used to being questioned so bluntly. “Zarr is our liege and in his keeping is the future of our people. Such is a heavy burden. Sometimes this causes him to act with more caution than the situation warrants but when circumstances make clear such caution is unnecessary, he is free to act less… harshly.” 
 
    Uh huh. In other words, Zarr had overreacted, but being a king, apologising was beneath him, so too bad for poor Kyran, imprisoned for two weeks! Kyran was still suspicious. He did not for a second believe this meant he was safe. He had not forgotten both overheard conversations. The undead were clearly ruthless and willing to act as needs dictated.  
 
    But he was being released. If only into a larger cell. He would accept this for the olive branch that it was but still look for a means of escape.  
 
    Kyran stood up. “Let’s go,” he said, impatient to get out. Wordlessly, the vampires stepped aside, letting him pass. Kyran skipped into the corridor, energised by his new ‘freedom’. He looked down both directions and then back at the two, realising he did not know where to go.  
 
    “Which way?” he asked them. 
 
    “Which way?” repeated Tyeliss unhelpfully. 
 
    “Which way should I go,” clarified Kyran, pointing down both directions.  
 
    Aveyad answered, “The eastern corridor leads to the subterranean floors which contain the treasury, armoury, store rooms and workshops. The western one leads to the grounds above, including the kitchen, library, essence well, throne room and courtyard.” 
 
    Kyran looked both ways, then shrugging, picked the eastern corridor and bounded forward. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Kyran began his exploration of the citadel at the lowest level. With his vampire escorts, he made his way back to the guardroom where it all began, passing through deserted corridors. The trio saw no other undead. This was the second time he had traversed the citadel’s depths and yet encountered no one. As populated as show hostiles indicated the citadel to be, this seemed an impossibility.  
 
    “Why have we seen no other undead?” he asked Aveyad. 
 
    “The undead sleep.” 
 
    “Sleep?” 
 
    “Yes. When without tasks, the undead hibernate. This is how we pass the eons.” 
 
    “So what will happen if we enter that room?” asked Kyran, pointing out one filled with undead. 
 
    “The undead there will remain asleep. They are aware of your presence, and that our liege has granted you safe passage. Even in hibernation we maintain a form of communication with orders and messages passing back and forth.” 
 
    “Aveyad, should we be telling him this?” interrupted Tyeliss, no longer able to contain his displeasure at the information Aveyad was sharing.  
 
    Aveyad waved off Tyeliss’s concern and continued his explanation. “If we went through that door, the undead will know we have entered and that Tyeliss and I accompany you but they will not awake—unless alerted to a threat.” Kyran nodded, wondering if that meant he could have snuck through the skeletons in the guardroom without fighting them.  
 
    The signs of violence from the six-hundred-year-old war were evident everywhere. In the broken doors, smashed pottery, scorched walls, claw marks and discarded weaponry. The undead, it seemed did not care about appearance. Curious, Kyran asked the two vampires about it. “Is this the result of the invasion?” Aveyad nodded. 
 
    “Why has this not been repaired?” Kyran asked, waving his arms at the battle damage. 
 
    “It is a reminder. Of why we exist. Of our purpose.” 
 
    Kyran’s ears perked up, interested. “Your purpose? And what is that?” 
 
    “To protect Crota and keep the gods and their minions out. It is why we hunted you when Zarr thought you to be a champion,” replied Aveyad.  
 
    “And it is only because you are not one, that you remain alive—for now anyway,” added Tyeliss. 
 
    Kyran ignored Tyeliss’s interjection and considered Aveyad’s words. He frowned in thought. “I realise you hate the gods, but what is here to protect? The city and the citadel are a ruined mess. What could be so important about Crota that you have gone beyond death to defend it?” 
 
    “You insolent wretch, how dare you—” growled Tyeliss, baring his teeth. Ah, so there are fangs, Kyran noted inanely, inching closer to Aveyad and farther from the furious death knight. 
 
    “Peace, Tyeliss. The free agent asks a pertinent question.” Aveyad looked sadly at Kyran. “You are correct. Crota is barren and empty, the days of its glory long past. But not all within it is worthless. The Essence Well still stands and while it does, the gods will always covet the city.”  
 
    He fixed a serious gaze upon Kyran. “Our purpose here is simple. To defend the well and keep it from the gods. So long as it remains unclaimed, the Balance will remain and the gods imprisoned in the game.” 
 
    “The Balance?” 
 
    “That is a discussion you should have with Zarr—if you are granted another audience.”  
 
    Kyran turned over Aveyad’s words and what he knew of the game. There was clear animosity between the other gods and Eld—and this, it seemed, extended to Eld’s champions—but the why was unclear. He still did not know what was the Game’s purpose or why Eld had fashioned it and imprisoned all the gods, including himself, within. But Eld was a touchy subject, and not one he dared broach directly, certainly not after the undead’s frosty reaction to the mention of his name during the audience with Zarr. He decided to approach the subject obliquely. 
 
    “But why do you care? Why oppose the gods at all? Were you not former champions?” 
 
    Tyeliss’s already-deathly pallor grew paler. Furiously, he replied before Aveyad could answer. “Because, little elf, the gods betrayed us. They killed Eld. And that we will never forgive.” 
 
    It was perhaps not the best time, Kyran thought, to remind Tyeliss that Eld was not dead, at least not according to the Overseer. He was overwrought as it was, and he did not want to contend with an angry vampire. 
 
    The conversation died there and did not resume. The rest of the day’s exploration continued in pained silence with Kyran too wary of Tyeliss’s seething fury to probe further on the subject. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Kyran spent the next week exploring the citadel. It was not as exciting as he thought it would be. While huge, the citadel turned out to be little more than a collection of dusty rooms and sleeping undead. Or so it seemed from the areas he was allowed into. 
 
    The undead were interesting, those that he could see. According to Aveyad, many of the non-corporeal undead were invisible when not in combat. Those that he could see, however, were spectacular enough. Skeletal mages, zombies, ghouls, crypt fiends, bone golems and even a dracolich. The dracolich was Zarr’s personal mount. The sleeping behemoth had not awoken at their entrance; it had continued its deep purring rumble that caused even the chamber walls to shake. Insight had revealed it to be a level one-hundred reanimated dead. Even Zarr’s mount was daunting! He had beaten a hasty retreat from that chamber, not willing to risk awakening the slumbering beast. 
 
    He did not encounter other vampires in his wandering. Those slept in chambers that were off-limits to him. The rooms he did visit, while fascinating, did not manage to hold his attention for long. Most had been destroyed in the invasion six hundred years ago. All that remained of the enchanting room, alchemy laboratory, blacksmith and others that he checked was debris and decayed corpses. Some of the corpses were still equipped with serviceable weapons and armour. However, under the watchful gaze of the vampires, he did not feel comfortable desecrating the dead. Only a few rooms, such as the armoury, treasury, essence chamber and library had escaped unscathed. The armoury was filled with rows of weapons crafted from a wide variety of metals, from common steel to rare adamantine and mithril. Disappointingly, none of the weapons were suitable for novice players like Kyran. When he asked Aveyad about this, the vampire replied that this was the master armoury, the only one not found and looted by the invaders. 
 
    The library he was barred from. Despite this, he tried talking his way in. “Why can I not go there?” 
 
    “Zarr has forbidden it.” 
 
    “But I will stay well away from the books on the game. You two can surely see to that?” 
 
    “No. Entering the library alone may trigger the quest’s completion. The risk is too great. Your presence here cannot be revealed.” And that was that. There was no convincing them otherwise. 
 
    The essence chamber was another he was barred from. He was not even permitted to approach it, the vampires stopping him from entering the corridor leading up to it. The chamber contained the mysterious essence well, one of the twelve needed to cast the world spell and end the game. He burned with curiosity about it and pestered the vampires with questions. All of which they refused to answer, steadfastly referring him to Zarr instead. 
 
    Over the week Kyran got to know the two vampires. Aveyad was the senior of the two and Tyeliss often looked to him for direction. Tyeliss was more volatile, and frequently lapsed into bouts of fury. He had come to realise that this was Tyeliss’s nature and not any particular animosity towards Kyran. Almost, he came not to fear the death knight’s anger. Almost.  
 
    Aveyad was a closed book. Kyran could not get a read on him. Prod though he did, he was unable to ruffle Aveyad’s calm demeanour. He was a canny one, a deep thinker, and at times Kyran got the sense that the vampire lord approved of his probing questions. That could not be right though. 
 
    Whatever the case, both vampires were clearly educated and civilized beings. In no way did they fit the undead stereotype. Kyran also realised that as much as he studied the vampires, so too did they observe him. Many a time he had caught Aveyad’s searching gaze or Tyeliss’s speculative looks upon him. He had wondered what the purpose of his release had been, and perhaps this was it—to provide the vampires an opportunity to study him. He did not understand why they would go through the trouble, though. He had not forgotten that he was still a prisoner. They had no need for this charade. Unless they desired something from him. Something that could not be taken without his cooperation? 
 
    He no longer believed that the undead would torture him. Somehow that seemed too crude for these two. Being turned, that he was not so sure about. He had tried bringing up the topic once. Casually inserting it into the conversation. Neither took the bait, and adamantly refused to engage on the subject. That worried him more than anything else.  
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Near the end of the seventh day, while exploring a set of chambers near the keep’s heart, a sparkling aura from a small, unmarked room attracted his attention. Kyran stopped. “What is that?” he asked. 
 
    Both vampires turned to look in the direction of Kyran’s gaze. “Oh that,” said Tyeliss. “That is Eld’s idea of a joke. We call it Eld’s Jest. It is warded by divine essence. Eld configured it as a challenge.” 
 
    Even though the topic of Eld was always a sore one, the aura emanating from the warded chamber had sparked his interest, and he was willing to bear Tyeliss’s anger for more information on it. “Why call it Eld’s Jest?” 
 
    “Because it is impossible to get into. Over the years, every trick to pierce its wards has been tried and failed. An impossible challenge. That is the jest. Eld always had a strange sense of humour.” Amazingly, during this little speech Tyeliss displayed none of the anger he usually did around the topic of Eld. Indeed, he appeared quite wistful. 
 
    “So what is inside?” 
 
    Tyeliss shrugged. “No one knows. Knowing Eld, probably nothing.” 
 
    “Let’s take a closer look,” said Kyran. 
 
    Aveyad looked at him curiously. “Why? What interests you about the room?” 
 
    Kyran shook his head. He could not quite explain it but something in the aura surrounding the room piqued his curiosity. He was just about to mention it when Tyeliss interrupted, “Tomorrow perhaps. It is late and time for you to head back to your cell.” 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Over the next few days, Zarr studied the champion from afar. The daily reports he received from Tyeliss and Aveyad intrigued him. The player, Kyran, was in many ways guileless and seemed genuinely ignorant of much of the game. If it was a façade, it was one so expertly crafted that not even he and Aveyad, both well-acquainted with the deception and the wiles of the gods, could penetrate. 
 
    But how could he make use of the player when he was all but defenceless? His level was so low that unaided he was unlikely to escape the labyrinth. And his innocence was itself a danger. In the hands of the unscrupulous, the elf could be turned into a powerful weapon against them. Despite all this, Zarr realised he had made his decision. Now only to find the means to execute it.  
 
    But first it was time to meet the player again, for final confirmation. Zarr was nothing if not thorough, especially when the fate of his people hung in the balance. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    The next day began the same as any other. With breakfast done, he waited for the vampires to arrive. He intended on exploring the strange warded room today, but his plans were dashed when Aveyad announced, “The lich king wishes to see you now.” 
 
    Kyran swallowed nervously. He had grown familiar with the two vampires but the lich king still scared him. “Why?” he asked shakily. 
 
    Tyeliss said, “His highness did not deign to inform us, but it is best not to keep him waiting. He can be a touch impatient at times.” 
 
    Kyran dusted himself off in an attempt to make himself presentable but it was a lost cause. He was still clothed in the same battered chitin armour and clothing from the day he arrived in this world. Giving up, he said, “Let’s go then.” 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    This time the vampires did not take Kyran to the throne room. Instead they went to a room he had not been to before, a smaller, less formal receiving chamber. It was carpeted in a rich black rug and at its centre stood a long oaken table. The walls were decorated with oil paintings of imposing men and women, all crowned and bearing the insignia of a hunting owl. Zarr’s predecessors, he guessed. 
 
    Standing behind the table was Zarr and spread out before him was a map. “Come in,” said Zarr. Their errand complete, both vampires bowed to the lich king and left. This was to be a private audience, it seemed. 
 
    Accepting Zarr’s invitation, Kyran made his way to the table and looked down on the map spread out upon it. It was the Crota underworld. On the northern end of the map was the image of an imposing castle. The citadel. Directly below it was a maze of tunnels. The mines. Amongst them, Kyran spotted the spider’s cavern and the lake. Stretching from the citadel downwards was a red border for which he could see no explanation. The lake was on its boundary. Far to the south was another settlement, this one nestled in the mountain fastness. It was labelled ‘Durn Duruhl’. It too expanded far underground, and was connected to Crota through the tunnels riddling the mountain range that arced from north to south. It lay far outside the red boundary. Between the southern city and Crota were numerous notable locations, none of which Kyran recognised. 
 
    “Do you recognise the map?” asked Zarr.  
 
    “It is a map of the Crota underworld.” 
 
    “It is called the Labyrinth and it is not just of Crota, but of the entire kingdom of Crotana. The labyrinth stretches across the Skarral mountain range from Crota in the north to Durn Duruhl in the south, a honeycomb of tunnels and caverns. The labyrinth is ancient and dates back to even before the gods’ game. Most were dug out by the dwarven clans, whose ancestral home these mountains were. No more,” said Zarr sadly. “They were all eradicated or driven out during the invasion.” 
 
    Kyran did not miss the change in the lich king. He was calm, relaxed, controlled. A far cry from the furious, spitting rage of their first encounter. Kyran was more than a little disconcerted. Which was the real Zarr. Or were both real? What had changed between then and now, to so drastically alter the lich’s demeanour towards him? 
 
    Kyran nodded, unsure why the lich king was sharing this information with him. But it was valuable knowledge, assuming he ever made his way out of Crota. 
 
    “This is Durn Duruhl?” asked Kyran, pointing. 
 
    “Yes. In recent times it has become known as ‘The Dwarven City’. It protects the labyrinth’s southern entrance just as Crota guards its northern one. The dwarves, ever mindful of defence, created few entrances to the labyrinth, all of which are either well-guarded or hidden. Since the dwarves’ defeat, the monsters of the deep earth have crept back into the labyrinth. Chief amongst them the kobold hordes, whom I believe you have already encountered.”  
 
    Kyran nodded. “What is this red border?” he asked. 
 
    “That is the limits of Crota, the farthest extent which our curse allows us to venture.” Seeing Kyran’s confusion, he explained. “The curse which transformed us into undead also holds us captive in Crota, the citadel which in life we were sworn to protect. In death we remain bound to it.” Tracing the lake cavern with his finger, Kyran thought, So close. He had been so close to escaping the undead’s clutches. A little farther… 
 
    Following the direction of Kyran’s gaze, Zarr said, “Yes, you were almost beyond our reach. It may not appear so now, but you were fortunate that Aveyad and Tyeliss were able to retrieve you when they did. In time, I hope you will come to realise this.” 
 
    Kyran could not help but say, “But that was not their mission. You sent them to kill me.” 
 
    “I did,” said Zarr unapologetically. “And I was wrong. We are both fortunate that Aveyad chose as he did.” 
 
    An apology without the actual apology. He must want something, decided Kyran. Otherwise why all this polite talk. Deciding to be direct, he asked, “Why am I here?” 
 
    The lich king eyed him speculatively and responded in kind, “I have a choice to make and I have called you here to learn what I can of you before making it.” 
 
    “And is that what the last week has been about? Learning about me while I wandered aimlessly about the citadel?” 
 
    “It was,” answered Zarr truthfully. 
 
    Kyran nodded. At least the lich was being open with him. “Then ask your questions please and I will try to answer you as honestly and fully as I can,” said Kyran. 
 
    Zarr waved this aside. “That is not necessary. I learn more from your questions. So ask of me what you will. Anything, and I will answer as I can.” 
 
    This was an unlooked-for opportunity to plug the gaps in his ignorance. He hesitated then asked bluntly, “What do you want?” 
 
    The lich king shook his head ruefully. “That I will not answer now. All in good time.” 
 
    So, he would not quite get all the answers he wanted. Disappointing, but not unexpected. He thought awhile, then asked, “Can you tell me about the Game’s Balance?” 
 
    “The balance? Where did you hear about that?” asked Zarr, arching an eyebrow in surprise. 
 
    “It’s something Aveyad mentioned.” 
 
    The lich nodded. “The Balance is a widely accepted game theory which postulates that so long as each god holds only one essence well, the game will remain locked in stalemate, as it has since its inception. The theory—and note that it is only theory—is that when a god achieves control of two wells, the balance will irrevocably be broken, and the game’s completion inevitable. All of the gods subscribe to the theory, and for long centuries have bent all their efforts to one goal: to capture a second well and tip the balance in their favour.” 
 
    “Ah, the mysterious essence wells. The Overseer mentioned they were the key to completing the game but elaborated little further on what they actually are. And there is one in the city, is there not? Tyeliss and Aveyad barred me from even approaching it. What are they?” 
 
    Zarr gestured, and Kyran detected the essence flow as the lich expertly wove it into a three-dimensional holographic map of Myelad. Pointing to the map floating above the table, Zarr said, “This is Myelad. And these are its essence wells.” 
 
    Twelve golden dots pulsed gently into being on the map, one of which was located in what Kyran recognised as Crota. He gazed hungrily at the map, trying to absorb and understand the wealth of information displayed in it.  
 
    “There are twelve such wells, each located in the heart of a god’s demesne. The wells are divine artefacts constructed by Eld when he fashioned the gods’ game. The wells gather and store all naturally occurring essence in Myelad. They are the foundation of this world’s civilisation and power all its technology, from communication arrays, city shields, champion’s towers to world portals and much more. Without an essence well, none of this is possible.” 
 
    Kyran’s brow furrowed in thought. “I see. So they are an energy source but how do they keep the game locked in stasis? Or am I missing something?” 
 
    Zarr nodded. “A pertinent question. There are two aspects to consider. The first is that the essence each domain receives from its well is the same. The second is that as powerful as players can be, their strength pales in comparison to defensive essence structures and the bonuses granted by cities. 
 
    “Which means that as a domain expands and gains more cities, its defensive strength decreases even as its offensive power—the size of its armies and number of champions—increases.” 
 
    Kyran stared at the hovering map, thinking through the information. The three largest domains—those of Iyra, Kharmadon and Xetil—spanned dozens of cities, whereas the smallest—Zarayla’s—consisted of a single city. If what the lich king said was true… “That would make a small domain such as Zarayla’s difficult to capture?” 
 
    Zarr nodded approvingly. “But not just difficult, almost impossible. The more an empire expands, the greater the number of cities it must defend, and the more vulnerable it is, with its natural essence being spread over the defence of multiple cities. To some extent this can be offset by garrisons, fortifications and city upgrades but the dependence on natural essence for defence can never be completely eliminated.”  
 
    Zarr pointed out Zarayla’s realm. “Whereas a domain such as Zarayla’s with only one city can dedicate all its natural essence to the capital’s defence, drawing out any potential siege into decades, if not centuries.” 
 
    Kyran shook his head in objection. “But surely an empire as large as Kharmadon’s can muster enough men to overrun Zarayla’s capital faster than she can replenish her defences.”  
 
    Zarr waved his hand dismissively. “He can, but the cost in men and armies would be ruinous, and crucially would leave his flanks exposed. Which without doubt his fellow gods would be sure to exploit.” 
 
    Kyran frowned doubtfully. “Then it is as much the gods’ distrust of each other as the essence wells that holds the game in balance?” 
 
    “Exactly! You have seen to the heart of the matter. That is the second pillar on which the game’s balance rests. As long as the gods are unwilling to ally, the game will be locked in stalemate. But when they do…” The lich king’s face turned grim. “Well, Crotana’s fate is evidence enough of what occurs then.” 
 
    Kyran nodded slowly in understanding. The game was balanced precariously by the gods’ distrust of each other and the single essence well each held, which begged the question… “So why have none of them claimed Crota’s well?” 
 
    Zarr grimaced, reminded of unhappy memories. “It dates back to the invasion. The question of Crota’s essence well was the biggest deterrence to the gods’ alliance. None was willing to let another have it. It was only through centuries-long politicking and manipulation by Lok and Kharmadon that the gods reached consensus. 
 
    “In the end, to seal their alliance, the gods agreed to a pact—not a vow—that after Eld’s defeat the Crota well would remain unclaimed and that any who sought to do so would feel the wrath of the others. However, it has not prevented some from at least trying but always by subterfuge. None are strong enough to risk the wrath of the others by openly invading Crota. And then there are the undead of course; we are well-entrenched here, and would require a concerted effort to dislodge.” 
 
    Something else puzzled Kyran. “But the citadel remains in a state of disrepair. I’ve seen no sign of the essence defences of which you spoke.” 
 
    “You are correct. Crota has no essence defences, not any more. To use the well requires it to be bonded to a player—and there are no players in Crota. None except for you.” Zarr’s eyes pierced Kyran. “And this is why you are dangerous, free agent. Because only you—an unbound player—could place Crota’s well outside the grasp of the gods, and create of it, a heretic city that they could not easily capture. It was an unaccountably foolish risk they took in sending you here.” Zarr shook his head. “I cannot imagine what spurred them to such a decision.” 
 
    Kyran was surprised at this revelation. Its implications were startling and explained much of the gods’ concern. And there was an opportunity here. But before he could speak, Zarr continued. “And it is why I will not allow you to go anywhere near the well. The gods will never let such defiance go unchallenged. If you bond the well, they shall know of it and will surely ally once more and fall upon Crota with all their might.” He stared hard at Kyran and said frankly, “Believe me, elf. I have considered it. And if I thought any hope existed in such defiance, I would wholeheartedly embrace it.” 
 
    Kyran swallowed his objections and accepted the lich king’s assessment. Changing the direction of the conversation, he asked, “Do you believe in the Balance?” 
 
    “The theory is sound, however I do not hold with its assumption that holding two wells would spell the beginning of the end. The gods have allied twice before to destroy a threat. I suspect they will ally a third time against whoever gains two wells. And I doubt that even Kharmadon or Iyra are strong enough to survive against the combined might of the others.” 
 
    And from there the conversation moved onto other topics. Kyran queried Zarr further on the essence wells, life in Myelad and the nature of the game. Zarr spoke freely on it all. It was only on matters that touched directly on Eld that he refused to speak. Surprisingly, Kyran found himself enjoying the discussion. The lich king turned out to be a thoughtful ruler, knowledgeable over a wide range of topics. By the time the vampires fetched him, Kyran had learnt much. But the lich king, he suspected had learnt more. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Lesh’s party had finally reached the ancient dwarven city where the feral tribes squatted. The trio had been forced to traverse a maze of tunnels to reach the city. A journey that had stretched infuriatingly into days of discomfort.  
 
    From the moment they had entered this dark underbelly, Lesh’s world had been filled with horror. He had thought the journey through the mountains had been tough. But this. This journey into the bowels of the earth, Lesh was doing his best to forget. He was starved and bedraggled, his beautiful robe torn and little more than rags. Oh, what he would not do for a delicious haunch of deer right now. Or a bath. 
 
    But the end to this damnable mission was in sight, so with determined steps he forced himself forward to meet the waiting feral kobold chieftains.  
 
    ✽✽✽ 
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    The audience with Zarr had lasted the whole day. It had been a strange experience. Not three weeks ago he was fleeing in panic from the undead, yet here he was now learning about the game from them! Could he trust the undead? Aveyad, Zarr and even Tyeliss were likeable enough, and for all their talk of torture, death and turning, they had not mistreated him—well, other than capturing and incarcerating him, he thought wryly.  
 
    They had an agenda. That was clear. But it seemed everyone on this world did. What was theirs? And could he live with it? Matters in Crota were not as simple as he had initially thought. The Crota undead were not evil. Could he find common cause with them? He had much to consider. He lay down on his pallet and closed his eyes; he would see what the new day brought. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Morning arrived, and with it came the vampires. “Player Kyran, where do you wish to go today?” asked Tyeliss. 
 
    ‘Player Kyran’… it sounded like a title. Tyeliss was always formal, a stickler for etiquette, sometimes painfully so. 
 
    “Let’s visit Eld’s Jest.” 
 
    Aveyad raised his eyebrow in surprise at Kyran’s continued interest in the chamber, but said nothing. Without further ado, the trio set off. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Zarr was in a good mood today. The conversation with the player had been enlightening. Kyran was a curious mix of perceptiveness and naivety. He easily grasped game concepts that many a learned scholar struggled with and yet was baffled by the extent to which the gods would go to achieve their ends. Evil was not in his nature. This Zarr was certain of. He could, with time, prove to be a valuable ally. The lich king made his decision.  
 
    He would place his trust in Kyran. 
 
    But that was only part of the answer. Trustworthy, though he may be, Kyran was still weak, and in no position to accomplish what Zarr needed of him. He required aid. Aid that the undead, confined by the curse and the necessity of subterfuge, could not give. 
 
    He was interrupted from his thoughts by the arrival of one of the wraiths. “My lord, there has been an intrusion through the southern gate.” 
 
    “Champions?” asked Zarr sharply, prepared for the worst.  
 
    “No, my lord, these appear to be ordinary scavengers, petty thieves seeking to loot the fabled wealth of Crota,” pronounced the wraith with a touch of scorn. “Should we deal with them as usual?” 
 
    On the verge of giving his assent, Zarr paused. He scryed the southern entrance to assess the scavengers personally.  
 
    Yes, perhaps. It might work, he thought. He knew what needed to be done.  
 
    “No,” he replied to the surprised wraith, “continue to observe them and summon Aveyad and Tyeliss here, at once.” 
 
    The final piece of the puzzle had fallen into place and now, he had a plan.  
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Kyran and the vampires had nearly reached the chamber known as Eld’s Jest, when the two vampires stopped suddenly, and swung left. Following their gazes, Kyran saw a wraith approaching. What now? he wondered. 
 
    The wraith floated up to the two vampires, and said, “Greetings Lord Aveyad, Lord Tyeliss.” 
 
    Both vampires nodded back. “Does our liege require us?” asked Tyeliss. 
 
    “Yes, Lord Tyeliss. He requires your urgent attendance.” Glancing Kyran’s way, it said, “The lich king sends his greetings, and requests that you return to your room.” 
 
    Aveyad and Tyeliss exchanged glances. “Alone?” 
 
    The wraith nodded. “So commanded Zarr.” 
 
    Aveyad looked to Kyran. “Can you find your way back?” 
 
    “Yes, I will be fine,” said Kyran, feeling some measure of excitement at finally being alone outside his cell. 
 
    The vampires bid him farewell and trailed by the wraith, started back down the corridor. Aveyad hesitated, then turned towards Kyran. Unwontedly serious, he said, “It seems that Zarr has chosen to extend you some measure of trust. Do not betray it.”  
 
    Mutely, Kyran nodded. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Kyran stood frozen with indecision. One part of his mind screamed, Go! Run! Escape while you can, this is your only chance! while another turned Aveyad’s parting words over. Trust. Something that Kyran rarely did. Zarr had extended his trust. And was asking for Kyran’s in return. Indecision gripped him. 
 
    A few days ago, the decision would have been easy. He would not have given it a second thought. He would have fled as fast as he could. Now… In the last few days his view of the undead had changed. But enough so, for me to trust them? Kyran gazed off in the distance, thinking hard. While he did so, his eyes slipped over the warded chamber.  
 
    He stepped forward, heading not back towards his cell, but towards Eld’s Jest. The decision of whether to trust Zarr or not could wait a little longer. First, he would satisfy his curiosity about the chamber. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    He reached the chamber unmolested. No undead sprang up to punish him, as he half feared. He studied the entrance intently. Physically, the door to the chamber was an ordinary one, no different from hundreds of others in the citadel. In the ether though, a golden aura emanated from it. This was the first time he had sensed a magical aura without truesight cast, and he itched to know what caused it. He cast truesight. 
 
    
     Kyran has cast truesight, revealing the magical signature of Eld’s Jest. 
 
     Type: Enchantment 
 
     Rank: Godlike. 
 
     Special properties: Unknown. 
 
     Description: The enchantments around this door have been crafted by Eld for purposes unknown. 
 
   
 
    The faint golden aura transformed into a shimmering blaze. So bright was its magical signature, Kyran was forced to shield his eyes and look away. He studied it from the corner of his eye, but could discern no pattern or purpose to it. Perhaps, as Tyeliss had said, it served no purpose, other than to confound the curious. 
 
    He considered walking away. It did not seem a wise choice to tangle with an unknown magical object, especially one with as powerful an enchantment as this door. But his curiosity got the better of him. 
 
    Bravely (or idiotically) he stepped forward and turned the handle. The shimmering enchantment vanished. The door opened. Struck blind by the sudden absence of light, Kyran was left gaping foolishly and holding an ordinary door handle.  
 
    Nothing else happened.  
 
    Feeling very much the victim of a jest—Eld’s or Tyeliss’s—he scowled and stepped into the room. 
 
    Gong! 
 
    
     Congratulations! You have uncovered a hidden quest! 
 
     Hidden Quest: Find the Thirteenth Well. 
 
     Objective: Since its inception, the Game has been balanced on the twelve Essence Wells, but unbeknownst to most, a thirteenth well exists. Unclaimed and hidden for all these millennia, this well is the key to disrupting the game’s balance. Find and control the thirteenth well and change the game forever!  
 
     Rank: Hidden (This quest is concealed from most). 
 
     Reward: Essence crystals. 
 
   
 
    A game window opened in his mind, and a hidden quest, Find the Thirteenth Well, was revealed.  
 
    Huh? Thirteenth well, but there are only supposed to be twelve... The quest was marked as hidden, ‘concealed from most’—and that was pretty vague. Who was considered ‘most’? And more importantly, who wasn’t? The well’s existence would throw the game into upheaval, and reduce the odds of his survival significantly—if any of the gods realised he had a quest to find it. 
 
    Standing in the door, he surveyed the room. It was small, barely larger than his cell. In the middle of the room sat a pedestal strategically placed to capture the attention of whoever entered. Cautiously, Kyran approached it. On the pedestal sat two items, a bound scroll and a pair of spectacles. To his truesight, the scroll appeared normal; the spectacles however had a strong magical aura to it, nothing like the door, but powerful nonetheless. He inspected the items with insight. 
 
    
     Found: Unknown letter. 
 
     Type: Item. Weight: 0.0 kg. Rank: Common. Description: A letter, no more. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Found: Spectacles of Revealing. 
 
     Type: Item. 
 
     Weight: 0.1 kg. 
 
     Rank: Mythic. 
 
     Special Properties: Pierce the hidden veil. 
 
     Condition: Indestructible. 
 
     Description: Mysterious spectacles that reveal magical objects keyed to the same frequency as it. 
 
   
 
    The scroll was just a scroll, nothing more. The spectacles were identified as a strange magical artefact, with no more information provided. 
 
    Tentatively, he picked up the scroll. He held his breath. No reaction. Releasing his pent-up breath, he broke open the scroll. 
 
      
 
    Dear Free Agent, 
 
      
 
    Congratulations, you have solved my Jest.  
 
    You are probably confused and bewildered right now, so let me explain what I can. 
 
    The door through which you just entered was covered by a divine enchantment keyed to players. The enchantment’s strength increases with the divine spark of the being trying to enter. For you to have broken through, must mean you are a player without divine spark, and thus bound to no god.  
 
    Which means that my plan to bring a free agent into the game has succeeded. As you have probably guessed, I am Eld. Creator of the Game and the one who orchestrated your entry into it. Why have I done so? Well, that I cannot share now. Perhaps someday… 
 
    To the matter at hand. Next to this scroll is a special item. One that you will need to fulfil the hidden quest you have received. You are not doubt wondering about that as well. It is no joke. Believe me. It exists. Here in Crotana. And you must find it. 
 
    Search the labyrinth for White Rock, a marble cavern with a waterfall flowing into a small lake. You will find the object of your quest behind the falls. The key to seeing it, is the item next to this scroll. I hope you realise the significance of the quest, and the danger tied to it. Tell no one. 
 
    Writing this letter, I know not when you will find it, nor the manner of your entry into the game, or indeed, even the circumstances in which you may find yourself. Know only, that if it has come to pass, then my plans have come to ruin, and you remain my only hope… 
 
    I am sorry that I cannot answer more of your questions and that I have brought you to this world. I had little choice.  
 
    One more thing, on your way out, close the door behind you. The ward will reset and none will be the wiser. 
 
      
 
    Good luck. 
 
    Eld. 
 
      
 
    Kyran finished reading the note in stupefied wonder. The gods were right. Eld had engineered his presence here. The why still remained a mystery. Was he Eld’s pawn?  
 
    Not if he could help it. He was beholden to no god. He would figure out Eld’s game and he would forge his own path, no matter how he got here. Idly he picked up the spectacles. Briefly he considered leaving the item behind but the opportunity it represented was too great to ignore. He stowed it in his inventory along with the scroll. 
 
    He walked out of the room and closed the door behind him. The ward blazed back into existence. He looked down the corridor in both directions. He still had a decision to make.  
 
    His discoveries in the room had made clear that the game was played with deadly seriousness. He could only imagine when Eld had set up the room, and over how many centuries he had conceived and executed his plan. He would not survive without allies. So. He would return the lich king’s trust, and see where it took him. 
 
    Decided, he thoughtfully made his way back to his cell. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Kyran was sitting cross-legged in his cell, back to practicing his scrying when the two vampires arrived. Both looked grim. “Zarr wants to see you now,” said Aveyad. 
 
    “What is this about?” asked Kyran, wondering if somehow the undead knew about his foray into Eld’s Jest. 
 
    The vampires refused to answer, and continued to wait patiently for Kyran. Saying nothing, Kyran got up and followed them to whatever fate awaited him. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Yddreinth’s eye cracked open. Finally. After eons, the hidden quest had been activated, a long time even by the standards of an elder dragon’s lifespan. Yddreinth grumbled quietly to himself. He had lost the wager. Years ago he had scoffed at Eld’s plan, calling it a fool’s gamble. That had not gone down well. Eld, like all gods, did not take kindly to criticism; he would be certain to call the dragon out on the wager when they saw each other. Yddreinth sighed sadly. If they saw each other. These long years of his search for Eld had uncovered naught. 
 
    He wondered where Eld was hiding and how he had managed to pull off such a remarkable feat—concealing himself from god, demon and dragon alike. Eld had always been a tricky one, if a tad full of himself. He shook his head; it was no use trying to fathom Eld. He always played his own game. 
 
    He turned his focus back to the hidden quest. It had been triggered. And Eld was gone. Or at the very least, deep in hiding. It fell to Yddreinth to decide on how to act. Should he act? Was it time for him to take a hand in the Game? 
 
    It felt only an eye-blink since he had sensed the agent’s entry into Myelad and already the player had disturbed his sleep again. The game was afoot. And matters were coming to a head. He cast his senses over Crota and spied the champions of Iyra and Xetil on missions for their sponsors. He noted with interest the brotherhood force. Elasien had responded swiftly and decisively to his warnings, he saw approvingly. 
 
    But of the free agent, he could find no sign. Confounded, he frowned in consternation, only to quickly realise the cause. Of course. Zarr’s barrier. Idly, he probed the lich king’s scrying barrier. It was as powerful as ever. The bag of bones is still kicking, he thought fondly.  
 
    If the agent was under Zarr’s protection, there was no urgency for him to act. Yddreinth gave a mighty yawn. He could rest a while longer. But it was perhaps prudent to warn his allies of the gods’ machinations. He blasted off another sending in the ether to Elasien, trusting her to act. With that done, Yddreinth closed his eyes and returned to his slumber, waiting for events to play out. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 6                          
 
    08 Augi 2603 AB 
 
      
 
    Natural essence controls growth. This is a fundamental truth of the Game. Without natural essence, a domain’s expansion is slowed to a crawl, and its existing essence structures cannot be repaired. And because each domain’s supply of natural essence is fixed, as an empire expands, its growth slows. 
 
    When then, is an empire too large? Some scholars have suggested (controversially so) that empires such as Iyra’s and Kharmadon’s are oversized and in fact, more vulnerable than smaller realms such as Balkar’s commonwealth. For in any concerted push by a rival god, the rate at which essence structures can be destroyed far exceeds the rate at which they may be replenished... – excerpt from Treatise on the Game by scholar Kel Maldax. 
 
      
 
    On entering the throne room, Kyran started in surprise. The lich king was not alone. Arrayed in a line to the left of Zarr were four mortals, kneeling with mouths gagged and hands bound. “Welcome, Kyran,” greeted the lich king.  
 
    With his thoughts on the captives before Zarr, it took Kyran a moment to realise the lich king had greeted him. By name. Zarr’s attitude to Kyran had mellowed much. “Uh, thank you, my lord.” Kyran decided to be polite.  
 
    His eyes drifted to the four mortals, wondering as to the reason for their presence. Three of the captives were male, the other female. The female was a wolflike creature with short grey fur, gleaming fangs, long whiskers, grey eyes, and flickering tail. She was roughly Kyran’s height and dressed in brown leather armour with a bow and quiver strapped behind her. 
 
    One of the males was a tall, bald, pale-skinned human covered in tattoos. His ears were pierced with multiple rings and he had a jagged scar running down his left cheek. He wore studded black leather armour and had two short swords belted at his hip. 
 
    Another of the males was a wiry, dark-skinned half-elven youth. He had shocking blue hair, and bright black eyes, and was dressed in an ill-fitting garish blue robe. He bore no weapons. 
 
    The last was a short, older dwarven male. He had a protruding gut, short unkempt beard and was armoured in shoddy, rusty steel armour. He had a large two-handed battle hammer sheathed on his back. 
 
    All four of the prisoners’ eyes bulged with fear. Sweat dripped profusely down the human’s eyes, while the half-elf cried openly. The wolflike woman frantically tried to cut her bonds with her sharp claws but only managed to injure herself. The dwarf shook his head vigorously, to all appearances half-dazed.  
 
    “I have decided to let you go.”  
 
    At Zarr’s pronouncement, Kyran’s head whipped around, his inspection of his fellow captives forgotten. He could not help but ask, “Why?” 
 
    The lich king answered him indirectly. “For the last six hundred years, we undead of Crota, have borne a curse—of my own making—to protect its remains from the hands of the Gods and other scavengers.” The last was said with a menacing glare at the captives. “When you arrived, I believed you to be a champion, another gambit of the gods to claim Crota and that I could not allow. But from what I have since learnt it appears that other forces may be at work. 
 
    “What these forces seek, I am not sure. However, in all of this, I sense an… opportunity—to finally free my people of their curse.” At this, both vampires stirred involuntarily but then stilled. 
 
    “I will free you and provide you with the means to escape Crota but in return I ask for your service in fulfilling two tasks. Do you accept?” 
 
    The undead had earned a measure of his trust but not so much that he would blindly pledge himself. He peered intently at Zarr, trying to uncover any sign of deceit but the lich king’s face was an unreadable mask. “What are the tasks?” asked Kyran cautiously. 
 
    “The first is to find a way to free my people from the curse of undeath. We have borne it for six hundred years, unstintingly upholding our pledge to our god even through death. But our pledge has been fulfilled, our duty done. It is time my people are given their rest and returned to the Wheel. 
 
    “I do not have any advice as to how this may be accomplished but the circumstances that brought you here have given me cause for hope. I cannot say any more in this regard. Do you accept?” 
 
    Kyran parsed Zarr’s words carefully. The task itself was straightforward enough, never mind that he had no idea how to accomplish it. He saw no danger in accepting. “I accept.”  
 
    
     New quest! 
 
     Quest 5: Free the Undead. 
 
     Objective: For over six hundred years, Eld’s former followers have borne a curse of their own making, cursing themselves with undeath. Find a way to lift the curse and return Crota’s living dead to the wheel of life.  
 
     Rank: Legendary. 
 
     Reward: Unknown. 
 
   
 
    The lich king bowed his head in acknowledgement and then to Kyran’s surprise hesitated, unsure how to proceed. It was the first crack in the lich’s inhuman visage that Kyran had witnessed, the first sign of doubt that he had seen him express. “The second is more in the nature of… a request,” said Zarr. He gestured towards Aveyad, who stepped forward and placed an elaborately carved lockbox in the lich king’s hands.  
 
    Zarr looked down at the box and appeared to struggle with some indecipherable emotion. Wistfulness perhaps? Or even reverence. An uncomfortable silence descended in the throne room as Zarr’s eyes glazed over, lost in unfathomable memories.  
 
    Gently, Aveyad prompted, “My liege?” 
 
    Zarr shook himself free of his reverie and continued as if nothing untoward had occurred. “This lockbox is my second request. I require your vow to take it forth with you, to protect it with your life and to never open it. It is not for you. When the time is right—and you will know when this is so—you must hand it over to the one it is meant for.” 
 
    Kyran frowned. This request was more than a little troubling. The lockbox was obviously of grave significance to the undead. He did not miss how the eyes of all three closely tracked it. It had some strange hold on them. There was nothing in the box’s outward appearance that warranted such attention. By all appearance it was an ordinary wooden lockbox, elaborately carved with a hunting owl, but ordinary nonetheless. Whatever its significance must lie within, with its contents. And Zarr required a vow. That bore careful consideration. He did not want to refuse the lich king and he admitted ruefully, the box and the undeads’ strange reaction to it had aroused his curiosity but he was wary of binding himself in any manner. “What is in the box?” he asked. 
 
    “This you may not know. It is for your own protection. I pledge that so long as you remain ignorant of the box’s contents and keep it hidden from all eyes, you will suffer no harm from it.”  
 
    Zarr has made a vow, affirming the truth of his words.  
 
    Zarr studied Kyran and noticed his continued doubt. “I do not undertake this lightly, Kyran. I take a grave risk in placing this box in your care and I understand your wariness in accepting this task. Believe me, I do not keep you ignorant of its contents without reason. Keep the box hidden in your inventory and do not remove it until the box itself signals you to do so and you will not be endangered. Do you accept and will you pledge to the terms?” 
 
    Kyran knew he should refuse but he could not help but be moved by Zarr’s plea, and the strange vulnerability he sensed behind it. He suspected that this task meant far more to the undead than they were letting on.  
 
    Trust.  
 
    That was what it boiled down to. Could he trust the undead? Once more, he recalled what he had learnt of them in the last few weeks. They were harsh, brutal even, but cruel? He did not think so. He had not been mistreated. Evil? Definitely not. It was only his own prejudices that had painted them so. The few glimpses that he gained into Aveyad, Zarr and even Tyeliss’s nature all spoke to a strict moral code. To honour. 
 
    Alliances could only be foundered on trust. And with this task, Zarr was placing no small measure of faith in Kyran. He could do no less. “I accept.”  
 
    At his words, the vow settled on him, binding and restricting his will. 
 
    Kyran has made a vow and has pledged to keep the owl lockbox closed and hidden until the time to reveal its contents.  
 
      
 
    
     Acquired: Mysterious owl lockbox. 
 
     Type: Item. 
 
     Weight: 0.2 kg. 
 
     Rank: unknown. 
 
     Special Properties: unknown. 
 
     Description: A wooden lockbox, carved with a hunting owl and, by all appearances, ordinary.  
 
   
 
      
 
    
     New quest! 
 
     Quest 6: Deliver the lockbox. 
 
     Objective: Zarr has given you a mysterious owl lockbox and has charged you with protecting it and keeping it hidden until you meet the one it is meant for. Find and deliver the box to its mysterious recipient.  
 
     Rank: Legendary. 
 
     Reward: Unknown. 
 
   
 
    An involuntary sigh escaped the two vampires, but Zarr had regained his composure, and looked on, impassive. He said solemnly, “Thank you, Kyran. Now as to your escape. The easiest route out of the labyrinth is through an escape hatch in Wyvern Peak which is a few days west of Crota. Aveyad will provide you with the magical sequence needed to unlock the hatch.” 
 
    Kyran blinked in surprise. He had scryed the surrounding area and the labyrinth could be exited directly from the citadel. “But why should I exit there? It is a simple enough matter for me to leave through the citadel gates.” 
 
    Zarr shook his head. “You cannot, Kyran. The gods’ attention is focused sharply on the citadel—seeking you. Even now the scrying barrier around the citadel is under assault and will soon fail. When it does, you cannot be found in the company of the undead. The gods will not—cannot—abide an alliance between us. Even the mere suspicion of such, I fear, will be enough to spur a renewed invasion of Crota.”  
 
    He fixed Kyran with a questioning look. “Do you know what makes the labyrinth so unique?” 
 
    Kyran shook his head, confused by this seeming tangent to the conversation.  
 
    “The Skarral Mountains are rich in orichalcum. Orichalcum is the only substance in Myelad impervious to essence and psi manipulation. In their wisdom, when the dwarves fashioned the labyrinth, they left many of the orichalcum deposits unmined. This gives the labyrinth the curious property of being impervious from outside magic. Localised magic, of the type you have been doing is still possible—the ore concentration is not high enough to block that—but any form of magic that seeks to penetrate the labyrinth from without, will fail or be severely weakened. Do you understand the implications? 
 
    Kyran nodded slowly, finally seeing where the lich king was going with this. “The gods cannot scry into the labyrinth?” 
 
    Zarr nodded approvingly. “Yes. The orichalcum around the labyrinth confounds their divine sight. They can still see through the eyes of a vassal or champion within it but not otherwise. This citadel they may freely scry once the scrying barrier falls but if you leave it before it does, the gods will never know of your presence here.” 
 
    Kyran was not willing to let the matter rest so easily though. He persisted. “But surely there is some means of foiling their scrying? At least until I can sufficiently distance myself from the citadel?” 
 
    Zarr stared long and hard at Kyran, weighing his response. “There is not.” 
 
    “But—” started Kyran.  
 
    Anger flared in Zarr and his reasonable demeanour vanished. His stare burnt furiously into Kyran. “Enough! I will not debate this further. Do I need to reconsider our bargain?”  
 
    Kyran swallowed, thoughts flashing back to that first interview with Zarr. He let the matter drop and nodded his assent. 
 
    “Now to your escape. To reach Wyvern Peak you will need to leave the mines and enter the labyrinth proper. Aveyad will provide you a map and mark out the most suitable route. The labyrinth is infested with kobolds and other creatures of the deep. And as resourceful as you have proven yourself to be, you will not survive the journey alone. You will need help.” 
 
    The lich king turned his gaze to the captives. Kyran started in surprise. In the midst of his conversation with Zarr he had forgotten their presence. The captives had followed the conversation with wide-eyed wonder. Reminded of their presence, Kyran wondered uneasily why the lich king had spoken so freely around them, especially given how much Zarr had stressed the need to keep the lockbox hidden. 
 
    Seeing the lich king’s attention upon them, the captives bent their heads, hiding from his gaze. “How many vassals can you maintain at your current level?” asked Zarr.  
 
    “Vassals?” replied Kyran, confused by the abrupt change in the direction of the conversation. 
 
    “Yes, vassals,” said the lich king impatiently.  
 
    Kyran vaguely recalled such a statistic in his character sheet. He checked. “Eight,” he replied, “but what are vassals?” 
 
    Zarr frowned in consternation at his ignorance and Aveyad answered instead, “Vassals are people who have bound themselves to a player through an oath of fealty. Once sworn, they become basic players in the Game. As vassals their loyalty to their lord is absolute, much in the manner of champions to their Gods. They can accumulate experience, skills and abilities, albeit from a much more restricted set than players and they also inherit traits from their lord.” 
 
    Aveyad finished his explanation and the lich king continued, “You will bind these four as your vassals and with their aid you will escape the labyrinth.” Zarr inclined his head to Aveyad and Tyeliss who in response, removed the captives’ bonds. The four gasped in relief, took deep gulps of air and rubbed their hands vigorously.  
 
    Kyran had followed Aveyad’s explanation with dawning horror. He would not perpetuate the crimes of the gods, not even to save himself. He would not trap people in slavery. “I will not bind them against their will.” 
 
    “They are willing,” said the lich king simply. 
 
    Kyran laughed, surprising himself with his own daring. “Prisoners are not willing subjects, Zarr. They have clearly been coerced here. Any choice presented to them is a false choice.” Silence greeted this pronouncement. 
 
    Zarr’s eyes began to flash dangerously again. This time though Kyran stood firm, willing to brave the lich's anger.  
 
    Before Zarr could respond to Kyran’s challenge, Aveyad intervened. “You misunderstand the choice before them, Kyran. These four are scavengers. Looters—caught trying to steal from Crota’s dead. The penalty for which is death. They are not the first, nor will they be the last to attempt to do so. All that have been caught, have without fail been executed. Now for the first time a reprieve is offered.” 
 
    Kyran shook his head and stubbornly insisted, “No, I will not take advantage of their plight.”  
 
    One of the captives spoke up. “Excuse me, my lord, if I may speak?” she requested timidly of the lich king, who, still fuming at Kyran’s words, nodded curtly in response. 
 
    Still kneeling, she swung about to face Kyran and said, “Pardon me, my lord, but you appear unfamiliar with the ways of these lands. Being raised to a vassal is a great honour, a chance to serve one’s God and champion. It is a station to which millions aspire to but only a lucky few achieve. Please, my lord, understand that even if we were not facing death, this is a choice we would all gladly make.” 
 
    “Why?” demanded Kyran.  
 
    “Milord?” 
 
    “Why would you wish to be a vassal. Why would anyone ever willingly enslave their will to another?” 
 
    She bowed low, her unnecessary subservience grating on Kyran. “You are correct, milord, that becoming a vassal requires swearing oneself to another but if I may be so bold, the service need not be so onerous if the lord is just and fair. Becoming a vassal is also a gift, a gift to partake directly in the game, and acquire skills instantly and rise to levels which non-players can never aspire to. In the domains, no mortal who is not a player has ever achieved mastery in their craft regardless of their dedication.” 
 
    The lich king added, “She speaks truth—she would make this choice, even if not faced with death.” Before Kyran could refute this, he added, “Do not doubt me on this, Kyran; I am a diviner of truth, it is how I was certain of your own tale.” 
 
    Yes, but can I trust you are telling the truth now? thought Kyran. There it was again. A question of trust. Kyran sighed, deeply troubled. What he had thought a morally unambiguous choice appeared less so now. Was the more honourable choice to let these captives perish here or grant them the chance to live but always subject to his will? And did he even have the right to make such a choice on their behalf?  
 
    The captive’s words had granted him new insight. He had not realised the extent to which the Game penalised non-players but from her words they were a sort of second-class citizenry, ones never able to excel to the same heights as players. From that perspective, vassalage was more a symbiotic relationship than a parasitic one, with the lord granting the vassal the ability to better oneself while at the same time benefitting from the vassal’s service. Did he have the right to refuse them such an opportunity? 
 
    Nothing, it seemed, was ever simple. He cast his gaze over the four captives, inspecting each closely.  
 
    
     Name: Curan Highmore 
 
     Class: Thief. 
 
     Race: Human. 
 
     Level: 21 (Apprentice). 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Name: Amdin Greatstone 
 
     Class: Berserker. 
 
     Race: Dwarf. 
 
     Level: 20 (Apprentice). 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Name: Adra Maeko  
 
     Class: none. 
 
     Race: Wolven. 
 
     Level: 14 (Novice). 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Name: Gaesin Illineiros 
 
     Class: none. 
 
     Race: Half-elf. 
 
     Level: 8 (Novice). 
 
   
 
    He closed his eyes, searching within for the right choice. Or the least wrong. Their lives in the balance, the captives awaited his decision with bated breath.  
 
    Reaching a decision, he opened his eyes and addressed the kneeling captives. “Before we proceed further there are some facts that you need to be aware of. One: I am hunted by the gods, all the gods. Two: I am not a champion, I owe fealty to no god and cannot claim any god’s protection. Three: I am a stranger to Myelad and I have no allies on this world, nor place to call home.  
 
    “So, if you pledge yourselves to me, be warned that your lives will likely be short and the rest of it will probably be spent running from the Gods.” He paused to let that sink in. At his words, the light of enthusiasm dimmed within the captives, replaced by furrows of concern. “Now, after hearing all that, if you still wish to pledge yourself, I will accept your oath.” 
 
    The captives exchanged glances, silently debating their options. The half-elf spoke up first. “My lord, in one form or another I have been running all my life.” He shrugged fatalistically and darting looks at the vampires, said, “Any chance of life, no matter its hardship, is better than certain death.” Breathing deeply but steadily he said, “My lord, I will pledge myself to you.” 
 
    Disquieted by the youth’s words but unable to refute their truth, Kyran took a moment to formulate his reply. Before he could do so, the lich king said, “Step forward and kneel before your lord, young one.” Turning to Kyran he said, “To enact the vow, no words are necessary. The key is for you to will the bond to form and for the candidate to accept the bond when mentally prompted by the Game.” 
 
    That’s it? thought Kyran. Surely such a momentous event should be accompanied by something… more. A bit at a loss but not willing to trivialise the youth’s pledge, he asked a little helplessly, “How was it done in Crota?”  
 
    “In Crota the bond was enacted through a ceremony and formal pledge from both lord and vassal.” 
 
    That sounded reasonable. Kyran said to Zarr, “My lord, would you please assist us with enacting the pledge?”  
 
    With a glint of approval in his eyes, the lich king acknowledged Kyran’s request with a nod. He turned to the half-elf and said, “Kneel before your future lord and repeat after me: ‘I, Gaesin Illineiros, will be faithful and true to Kyran Seversan, and by the Rules of the Game shall never, by will nor force, by word nor deed, do aught against you; I submit to your will.’” The young half-elf shuffled to Kyran and knelt down before him, sounding out the words clearly. 
 
    Turning to Kyran, the lich king said, “Repeat after me: ‘I, Kyran Seversan, accept your vassalage, Gaesin Illineiros, and by the Rules of the Game declare myself your liege and shall henceforth shelter, protect and aid you. As my sworn vassal, you will for evermore bear the right to demand of my protection for you and yours.’” Looking down on the youth’s bowed head, Kyran did so with some trepidation, wondering if he made the right choice. 
 
    “Now place your hand on his head and enact the vow.”  
 
    As the lich king instructed, Kyran willed the vassal bond to form with Gaesin. Tendrils of energy, neither of will nor essence, but of spirit, reached out and wrapped the half-elf within its embrace. A bond similar yet different from the beast bond formed between them. This one not a binding of minds but of spirit. He immediately knew when the half-elf accepted as the lifeforce of the youth blazed in his consciousness, somehow baring the half-elf’s nature to him, one filled with the passion and impetuousness of youth.  
 
    
     Gaesin Illineiros has taken an oath of fealty to you and is now your vassal. He has been transformed into a basic player in the Game and his actions will reflect on you. Vassals: 1/8.  
 
     40% of your will, essence and stamina has been drained from the formation of the vassal bond. 
 
   
 
      
 
    Vassals: Vassals are sentient beings that have made an Oath of Fealty (a Vow) to an advanced player. Vassals are basic players and bound to the game’s rules. Basic players do not have access to skill trees and are assigned skills based on their pre-existing knowledge. At each level they gain only 2 SP and 1 AP per level. As a vassal, Gaesin may be assigned one of his lord’s player traits. 
 
    The two remained locked in position. Kyran sensed that Gaesin’s transformation into a player was yet incomplete and that he needed to bestow one of his traits unto his new vassal. Seeing that Gaesin was primarily a spellcaster, Kyran granted him the magical prodigy trait and Gaesin’s metamorphosis snapped into place, complete.  
 
    Kyran felt Gaesin become an extension of his spirit, an extra limb, but not quite. He could not command Gaesin at will, as he would a limb. The youth, he saw with relief, still retained his free will, within the confines of his pledge. But instinctively he knew that they were forever more bound together as liege and lord in a bond that only death could break. Concentrating on the blaze of consciousness that was Gaesin caused his full player data to unfold in his mind. 
 
    Gaesin stood up shakily, and stuttered, “Thank you, milord.”  
 
    The binding had drained Kyran, leaving him exhausted and spent. In a weary voice he said, “I welcome your service, Gaesin. Let us hope neither of us have cause to regret this day.” 
 
    Seeing Gaesin’s successful vassalage, the human male, Curan, started to push his way to his feet but was shoved roughly back into place by the vampires. “I too will pledge to you, milord,” he shouted. The dwarf and the wolven quickly voiced their willingness too. 
 
    The lich king ordered, “Step forward, Curan Highmore, and kneel before your lord.” Curan hurriedly complied with Zarr’s orders and knelt before Kyran, and both of them repeated the ceremonial words. With their vows voiced, Kyran willed the vassal bond to form with Curan. Tendrils of his spirit reached out again but on reaching the kneeling human, balked. Puzzled, he willed the tendrils of energy forward, but they recoiled again, repulsed by the human’s spirit. 
 
    You cannot form a vassal bond with this being. Curan Highmore’s alignment is evil (malicious) and is incompatible with your karma (slightly good). 
 
    Kyran stumbled backwards in confusion. Curan looked up, bewildered. At Zarr’s querying look, Kyran answered, “The bond refused to form, his karma is incompatible with mine.” 
 
    Zarr nodded. “Not unexpected. The vassal bond may only be formed and retained between beings of similar alignment. If during the course of a vassal’s life, his karma diverges significantly from his lord’s, the bond will be shattered and the vassal’s spirit destroyed.” Hearing this, Gaesin gulped nervously. 
 
    Zarr signalled Tyeliss, who, understanding his liege’s command, stepped unnoticed towards Curan. Before Kyran, who was still pondering the implications of Zarr’s latest revelation, could think to object, the vampire smoothly drew his sword and ran the kneeling human through. With his face still frozen in a look of bewilderment, Curan collapsed, lifeless. Kyran stumbled backwards from the corpse and the blood pooling beneath it. Shocked, he turned to the lich king. “Why?” 
 
    Aveyad answered in the lich king’s stead, “As I said, elf, the penalty for trespassing into Crota is death, and since that one’s karma was too black for you to bond, sentence was carried out.” Kyran’s mouth worked soundlessly. 
 
    Ignoring the byplay, the lich king said, “Step forward, Amdin Greatstone.” Pale and trembling, the dwarf stumbled forward, and averting his eyes from the corpse, kneeled before Kyran. Ignoring the kneeling dwarf, Kyran glared at the undead, who returned his stare impassively. He considered refusing but he knew that would only seal the dwarf’s fate. The undead would carry out sentence and he was powerless to stop them. 
 
    Pensively he turned his attention to the dwarf and repeated the ritual. When it came time to form the bond, he thrust forward his spirit, attempting to force the bond into place. But it was not to be. As with Curan, the bond refused to form.  
 
    You cannot form a vassal bond with this being. Amdin Greatstone’s alignment is evil (cruel) and is incompatible with your karma (slightly good). 
 
    Wordlessly, Tyeliss, whose sword was still unsheathed and dripping with Curan’s blood, stepped towards the dwarf, who huddled down in fear and pleaded incoherently for his life. “Please, never—I won’t! Don’t!” Ignoring his pleading, Tyeliss bared the dwarf’s neck and without pause, slit his throat.  
 
    Silence filled the chamber and all gazes turned towards the wolven. Seemingly unaffected by the blood spilt in his throne room, the lich king said, “Adra Maeko, do you still wish to attempt the vassal bond to Kyran Seversan?”  
 
    Adra trembled uncontrollably and visibly struggled to regain her composure. In a weak voice, she answered the lich king, “If it pleases my lord, I do.” She knelt before Kyran, waiting. 
 
    Kyran, standing over the unsteady wolven, looked at the lich king, and thought again of refusing. Before he could speak, Aveyad said, “Remember, elf, this is her only chance of reprieve.”  
 
    Sighing, Kyran looked down at Adra, and despairingly attempted to form the vassal bond once more. Tendrils of energy reached out from Kyran. Delicately they tasted the wolven’s spirit, and finding her acceptable, wrapped themselves around her. Kyran expelled his breath in relief. The wolven would live. As with Gaesin, when Adra accepted the bond her lifeforce glowed in his consciousness with the stillness and serenity of one in tune with nature. 
 
    
     Adra Maeko has taken an oath of fealty to you and is now your vassal. She has been transformed into a basic player in the Game and her actions will reflect on you. Vassals: 2/8. As a vassal, Adra may be assigned one of her lord’s player traits. 
 
     40% of your will, essence and stamina has been drained from the formation of the vassal bond. 
 
   
 
    He perused her skills and abilities, and passed onto her the skilled trait. Adra claimed another portion of his spirit and as with Gaesin, her player data unfolded in his mind. 
 
    Gratefully, Adra rose to her feet on shaky legs. “Thank you, milord. I swear you will not regret this.”  
 
    Kyran nodded, “I am not sure if I have done you any favours, Adra, but you are welcome. And please,” he said, addressing Gaesin as well, “it’s Kyran, just Kyran, I am no lord.” Both Gaesin and Adra nodded mutely in response, unwilling to contradict their new lord. 
 
    Kyran turned to the lich king, still bitter at the role of arbiter of the captives’ fate that Zarr had forced him into. “Well, milord? What now?”  
 
    Ignoring the sarcasm and anger woven into Kyran’s voice, Zarr replied, “Now, Aveyad and Tyeliss will escort you and your new vassals back to the portal room. I fear there is little further aid I can grant you. Beyond the portal room you will be on your own. The gods’ attention is still fixed on Crota but when the barrier falls, and they uncover no sight of you here, I suspect some will be moved to further action. You have some time yet but do not dally or you may find trouble waiting. Aveyad will provide you with the directions and key to the escape hatch.” 
 
    Kyran nodded his understanding, bitterness still clogging his throat. 
 
    “One more warning before you leave, Kyran. I strongly urge you never to speak to anyone about the quest you mentioned in our first encounter. This includes your vassals. Nothing will spare you from the wrath of the gods, were they to discover this quest. If you must speak of it, do so only under the strongest of scrying wards and only with those you trust utterly—with your very life. Because that is what will be in their hands.” 
 
    The vampires began to usher the mortals out, the audience done, but greatly daring, Adra stopped and asked hesitantly, “Begging your pardon, milords, but…” She paused, biting her lip.  
 
    Impatiently, the lich king asked, “Yes, mortal, spit it out, what do you want?” 
 
    Adra stammered, “Well, lord… it’s just that Amdin and Curan have supplies with them that could be of use to us if—” 
 
    The lich king impatiently interrupted. “Take whatever you need from them,” he said, pointing to the two corpses, “but be quick about it.” 
 
    Not needing further prompting, Adra quickly bent over the dwarf and pulled off his backpack. She hesitated briefly, then hastily grabbed Curan’s backpack and shortswords as well. Done, she hurried over, and handed over one of the packs to Gaesin. 
 
    The vampires, who had patiently watched all of this, turned and began to escort them out again. On the threshold, Kyran paused and looked back. It was possible, even likely that he would not see the lich king again. He set aside his anger, and bowed low in respect to Zarr. “Thank you, Lord Zarr, for everything. I will not forget and will do my best to fulfil your tasks.”  
 
    Zarr returned his bow with a grave nod of his own. “That is all I ask. Best of luck, free agent.”  
 
    Bowing once more in response, Kyran turned and exited the throne room. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Tyeliss led the three mortals back through the citadel towards the portal room. Aveyad pacing beside them had a distant look to his eyes, contemplating events. No one seemed inclined to break the silence. Both Adra’s and Gaesin’s heads swivelled back and forth, taking in their surroundings. Kyran, who had already made this trip several times, was lost deep in thought, considering everything he had learnt so far. 
 
    Zarr had hinted at Kyran being the means to free his people. Why? How could he, as a low-level player without allies, achieve this? Eld, it had to be related to Eld. The Gods had feared his presence in the game had been manufactured by Eld. Zarr’s interest in him had peaked when he heard about the Overseer’s quest to find Eld. Eld had created the Rules and trapped the gods in the Game. Crotana was Eld’s former kingdom. And it was Eld who had revealed to him the existence of a thirteenth well. All roads led to Eld. He needed to figure out how and why, and to discover what he could about the supposedly ‘dead’ god. 
 
    “We’re here,” said Tyeliss. Kyran looked up, surprised. They had reached the portal room. Aveyad approached Kyran and handed over an ancient parchment, “This is a map of the labyrinth. Few, if any, complete maps exist of it outside Crota. It is rare and valuable knowledge that most will kill for. Guard it well. I have marked all three exits known to the undead as well as the safest route to the escape hatch at Wyvern’s Peak. I have also taken the liberty to mark out the last known locations of the feral kobolds’ settlements and monster lairs. These, you should avoid at all cost.”  
 
    
     Acquired: Labyrinth Map. 
 
     Type: Item. 
 
     Weight: 0.0 kg. 
 
     Rank: Legendary. 
 
     Condition: Fragile. 
 
     Description: A priceless map of the Crotana labyrinth, one of the few in existence. 
 
   
 
    Kyran studied the map. It was a smaller version of the one in Zarr’s study. His eyes were immediately drawn to the three boldly marked symbols that denoted the labyrinth’s exits. One, as he knew, was in Crota itself, now closed to him. Another was far to the west, the escape hatch, he guessed. The third was south, within the dwarven city. Studying the map closely, he saw that the hatch was the closer of the two, the exit from the dwarven city a much longer and far more dangerous journey crossing the territories of multiple monster lairs. He shuddered, remembering his near fatal encounter with the shadow spider. He did not wish to encounter any more of the deeps’ denizens but it always made sense to have contingency plans prepared. “What about the southern exit from the dwarven city?” he asked. 
 
    Aveyad shook his head. “Too far. Too dangerous. And besides the exit there is sealed beyond your means to open.” 
 
    At Kyran’s querying look, Aveyad elaborated, “The southern exit from the labyrinth is through the dwarven city gates itself, a monstrosity of dwarven engineering that can only be operated when powered by an essence well.” 
 
    Kyran’s ears perked up at the mention of the wells. With a wry look for Kyran’s insatiable curiosity, Aveyad added, “In times long past, the dwarven city was one of those powered by Crota’s essence well. After Crota’s fall, its essence well became unbound, and the ley lines powering the outlying cities disappeared. Bereft of natural essence, the dwarven city’s essence structures—the city gates amongst them—became inoperable.” 
 
    Kyran nodded thoughtfully. “So if the city was resupplied with natural essence, its essence structures could be revived?” 
 
    Aveyad shrugged. “Yes, assuming of course, that the structures remained intact and were not destroyed during the city’s subsequent invasion.” Considering the matter closed, Aveyad handed over a second scroll, this one sealed, to Kyran. “This contains the instructions for opening the hatch at Wyvern’s Peak, it is self-explanatory.”  
 
    Kyran pocketed the scroll and Aveyad continued, “I don’t know if Zarr is correct, if you will be able to free us from this curse. But you are unique amongst the players of this world. Of them all, only you are beholden to none and with the freedom to act. Choose your actions wisely, mortal, and be wary of those you befriend. Myelad is not a forgiving world. To survive you will need to grow strong and level yourself. You have made a good start but to weigh your choices properly you will need guidance.”  
 
    The vampire lord reached into his cloak, pulling out a thick leather-bound book. He hesitated briefly before holding it out to Kyran. “Here, take it. This is my gift to you. Knowledge. Basic facts that all players require. I take a risk in giving you this but it should not be sufficient to trigger the completion of your knowledge quest on its own.” 
 
    
     Acquired: Champion’s Handbook. 
 
     Type: Book. 
 
     Weight: 0.4 kg. 
 
     Condition: Well worn. 
 
     Description: The Champion’s Handbook, titled ‘Mechanics of the Game’, is the definitive guide for champions new to the world of Myelad and is the benchmark against which all other works in the field are measured. Written seven hundred years ago by legendary scholar and champion of Weeran, Jostfyler Graldvir, its astute observations remain relevant and have guided many a young champion to greatness.  
 
   
 
      
 
    You have taken the first step in the quest: Be not a pawn. Gather more sources of knowledge on the game to complete the quest. 
 
    Kyran accepted the book reverently, bowing low in thanks. In bold gold lettering on its cover was the words, the Champion’s Handbook. “Thank you, Aveyad, this is a priceless gift.” 
 
    Aveyad nodded, stepping back and giving way to Tyeliss, who approached Kyran, holding out a sword. “Mortal, I noticed you are in dire need of a decent weapon. Accept this gift as a token from the Crota undead, to aid you in our quest.”  
 
    
     Acquired: Novice’s Training sword. 
 
     Type: Weapon (one-handed, long). 
 
     Weight: 0.8 kg. 
 
     Rank: Uncommon. 
 
     Special properties: Boosts experience gain by 15%. 
 
     Requirements: none. 
 
     Damage: 15-20 slashing damage. 
 
     Condition: Good. 
 
     Description: The novice’s training longsword is widely used in Myelad to train young players in the game. It is a straight, double-edged bladed weapon that may be wielded with either one or two hands. 
 
   
 
    Having said his piece, Tyeliss fell silent but then spun towards Gaesin, who stumbled backwards in fright. “Oh, I almost forgot, this is for you. Catch.” He threw something small that glinted. The half-elf grabbed at it, fumbled and then dropped it. He fell to the floor, searching for it.  
 
    Tyeliss sighed theatrically and turned back to Kyran, who bowed his gratitude. The vampires had surprised him again. “Thank you,” he said. 
 
    The vampires simply nodded and in a flash of darkness, vanished. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Kyran turned to his vassals, both of whom were looking to him for direction. They needed to have a frank discussion, but not here he decided; the more distance he put between himself and the gods’ scrying, the better. He stopped, a thought occurring to him. He said, “Gaesin, can you see?” 
 
    “Yes sire, the vampire gave me this.” He held up the trinket Tyeliss had thrown to him.  
 
    
     Found: Cat’s eye ring. 
 
     Type: Item. 
 
     Weight: 0.0 kg. 
 
     Rank: Rare. 
 
     Special Properties: While worn the user has the trait, night vision.  
 
     Condition: Good. 
 
     Description: This ring has been infused with the racial ability of felines to see in the dark. 
 
   
 
    It was a rare ring enchanted with the trait, night vision that allowed the bearer to see in the dark. Somehow the vampires had known Gaesin did not possess an ability to see in the dark. It did not do, it seemed, to underestimate the undead. 
 
    He said, “Great. Follow me, we have a long hike ahead. We will make camp in one of the mine’s central hubs, then we can rest and talk.” So saying, he led the others to the spider’s cavern. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Lesh scowled as he tried to pummel the lumpy bags of straw that was the kobolds’ idea of luxury into something resembling a comfortable couch. He was ensconced in a large shaman’s tent, given over to his use by the grateful kobold chieftain. The negotiations had gone well. The ferals had only been too eager to receive his ‘gifts’ in exchange for hunting down the rogue player. Even better, they already knew of the player. From what Lesh gathered, a distant outpost in the east had already run across him and suffered a few paltry losses. The high shaman was only too eager to seek out vengeance and get paid for it as well. 
 
    Their war parties were already moving out, searching for the player and blocking likely exits. It was only a matter of time. And best of all, Lesh got to wait out this hunt in at least a modicum of the comforts he was used to. Granted it was primitive, but it was better than what he had experienced on the road. 
 
    Happily, Lesh closed his eyes and sipped on the kobolds’ piss-poor excuse for ale. However, he refused to let the bitter brew ruin his good mood. It was simply a matter of time now. Soon this mission would be done, and he could return home. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Game Data 
 
      
 
    
     Gaesin Profile (Full) 
 
     Name: Gaesin Illineiros 
 
     Class: none.  
 
     Race: Half-Elf 
 
     Combat Level: 8 
 
     Civilian Level: 2 
 
     Health: 72/72 
 
     Stamina: 450/450 
 
     Will: 520/520 
 
     Essence: 800/800 
 
       
 
     Attacks 
 
     Physical: 0 
 
     Mental: 0 
 
     Spell: 0 
 
       
 
     Defences 
 
     Physical Defence: 8 
 
     Psi Defence: 8 
 
     Spell Defence: 8 
 
       
 
     Body Attributes 
 
     Strength: 40 (-20%) 
 
     Dexterity: 41 -18%) 
 
     Constitution: 45 (-10%) 
 
       
 
     Mind Attributes 
 
     Intellect: 52 (+4%) 
 
     Creativity: 50 (0%) 
 
     Charisma: 48 (-4%) 
 
       
 
     Spirit Attributes 
 
     Divine: 40 (-20%) 
 
     Magic: 80 (+60%) 
 
     Karma: Good. 
 
       
 
     Traits 
 
     Versatile (Receives 50% more combat skills per level),  
 
     Loner (leadership skills modified by -15%), 
 
     Magical Prodigy (from lord: magic skills modified by +15%), 
 
     Poor scholar (-1 civilian skill per level),  
 
     Basic Player's Mark, Vow of Binding, Player’s Interface, Insight, More Skills, Multi-lingual, 
 
     Night Vision*. 
 
       
 
     Combat Skills 
 
     Essence Regen.: 0 
 
     Supportive Magic: 14.0 (8 base) 
 
     Wands & Staffs: 5.3 (3 base) 
 
     Mystical garments: 0 
 
     Spellcasting: 14.0 (8 base) 
 
     Water Magic: 12.3 (7 base) 
 
       
 
     Combat Abilities 
 
     Novice: 
 
     Restore Health (Others), Healing Aura, Restore Mind, Detect Magic, Slippery Ice, Ice Wall, Freezing Hands. 
 
     Base: 
 
     Ranged magical attack, Water Armour, Restore Health (Self). 
 
       
 
     Civilian Skills 
 
     Scribe: 1 (1 base) 
 
     Lore: 1 (1 base) 
 
       
 
     Civilian Abilities 
 
     Novice: 
 
     Scribe novice spells, Mimic novice ability. 
 
     Base: 
 
     Observe. 
 
       
 
     Equipped Items 
 
     Novices’ robes (5 spell armour). 
 
     * Cat’s eye ring (night vision). 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Ability: Ranged magical attack 
 
     Skill: Wands & Staffs. 
 
     Description: Fires a magic missile at the targeted creature. 
 
     Rank: Base. 
 
     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 damage to the target. Damage type is dependent on the staff or wand used. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Ability: Healing Aura 
 
     Skill: Supportive magic. 
 
     Description: Regenerates the health of allies around the caster. 
 
     Rank: Novice. 
 
     Cost: 80 Essence per hour. 
 
     Execution time: Instantaneous. 
 
     Area of effect: Radius of 1m x skill around caster. 
 
     Duration: Infinite (activated ability). 
 
       
 
     Buff: Restores health of 1 HP x skill per minute to allies in area of effect. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Adra Profile (Full) 
 
     Name: Adra Maeko  
 
     Class: none.  
 
     Race: Wolven 
 
     Combat Level: 12 
 
     Civilian Level: 14 
 
     Health: 196/196 
 
     Stamina: 700/700 
 
     Will: 500/500 
 
     Essence: 500/500 
 
       
 
     Attacks 
 
     Physical: 23.6 (piercing) 
 
     Mental: 0 
 
     Spell: 0 
 
       
 
     Defences 
 
     Physical Defence: 15.1 
 
     Psi Defence: 14 
 
     Spell Defence: 14 
 
       
 
     Body Attributes 
 
     Strength: 43 (-14%) 
 
     Dexterity: 75 (+50%) 
 
     Constitution: 70 (+40%) 
 
       
 
     Mind Attributes 
 
     Intellect: 50 (+0%) 
 
     Creativity: 50 (0%) 
 
     Charisma: 40 (-20%) 
 
       
 
     Spirit Attributes 
 
     Divine: 50 (0%) 
 
     Magic: 30 (-60%) 
 
     Karma: Neutral. 
 
       
 
     Traits 
 
     Stalkers (Wolven are natural predators, whose attacks are often unseen until too late. Stealth modified by +15%),  
 
     Night Vision (Due to their lupine ancestry, wolven can see perfectly in the dark), 
 
     Skilled (1 additional combat and civilian SP per level), 
 
     Basic Player's Mark, Vow of Binding, Player’s Interface, Insight, More Skills, Multi-lingual. 
 
       
 
     Combat Skills 
 
     Bows: 18 (12 base) 
 
     Light Armour: 11 (7 base) 
 
     Stealth: 19.8 (12 base) 
 
     Archery: 18 (12 base) 
 
     One-handed weapons (short): 11 (7 base) 
 
       
 
     Combat Abilities 
 
     Novice: 
 
     Focused shot, Throw weapon, Ensnaring arrows, Stunning arrow, Flaming arrow. 
 
     Base: 
 
     Snipe. 
 
       
 
     Civilian Skills 
 
     Mapping: 21 (14 base) 
 
     Camping: 21 (14 base) 
 
     Nature Lore: 15 (10 base) 
 
     Fletching: 14 (14 base) 
 
       
 
     Civilian Abilities 
 
     Novice: 
 
     Physical Tracking, Hide Tracks, Create Map, Establish Camp, Early warning system, Gather plants, Encourage growth, Harvest beast remains, Craft arrows. 
 
     Base: 
 
     Read Map, Forage. 
 
       
 
     Equipped Items 
 
     Full set of poor leathers (10 base armour). 
 
     Steel shortsword (8-12 slash damage). 
 
     Wolven longbow (15-20 piercing damage). 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Race: Wolven 
 
     Rarity:Rare 
 
     Description: Wolven originate from the jungles deep in the southern climes of the continent. Due to their striking resemblance to wolves, they are often referred to as ‘wolf-people’. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Ability: Ensnaring arrows 
 
     Skill: Archery. 
 
     Description: Fires a hail of arrows which transform into magical cords that wrap around targets within the area. Warning: Only one ensnaring field may be active at a time. 
 
     Rank: Novice. 
 
     Cost: 40 Essence. 
 
     Execution time: 5 seconds. 
 
     Area of effect: Radius of 0.1m x skill around target. 
 
     Range: Up to the player’s direct line of sight. 
 
     Duration: 1 second x skill. 
 
     Debuff: Causes creatures in the area of effect to be ensnared and unable to move. May be resisted. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Ability: Stunning arrow 
 
     Skill: Archery. 
 
     Description: Fires a blunt-headed arrow which stuns the target. 
 
     Rank: Novice. 
 
     Cost: 40 Stamina. 
 
     Execution time: Instantaneous. 
 
     Area of effect: Single target. 
 
     Range: Up to the player’s direct line of sight. 
 
     Duration: 0.5 second x skill. 
 
     Debuff: Causes the targeted creature to be stunned (cannot perform any action). May be resisted. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Ability: Fire arrow 
 
     Skill: Archery. 
 
     Description: Shoots an arrow which transforms into a magically flaming one, dealing both normal and fire damage. 
 
     Rank: Novice. 
 
     Cost: 40 Essence. 
 
     Execution time: 5 seconds. 
 
     Area of effect: Single target. 
 
     Range: Up to the player’s direct line of sight. 
 
     Damage: Does 1 x skill additional fire damage. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Ability: Snipe 
 
     Skill: Archery. 
 
     Description: Allows the player to zoom into a single enemy to target individual limbs with pin point accuracy. 
 
     Rank: Base. 
 
     Cost: 40 Stamina. 
 
     Execution time: Instantaneous. 
 
     Area of effect: Single target. 
 
     Range: Up to the caster’s direct line of sight. 
 
     Damage: Increases damage by 1% x skill to the targeted limb. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Ability: Focused Shot 
 
     Skill: Bows. 
 
     Description: This ability increases the accuracy of the player’s next attack with a bow. 
 
     Rank: Novice. 
 
     Cost: 40 Stamina. 
 
     Execution time: Instantaneous. 
 
     Buff: Bow skill doubled on next attack (may be applied to self only). 
 
   
 
    


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    Part Two 
 
    


 
  
 
  

 Chapter 7                          
 
    08 Augi 2603 AB 
 
      
 
    For eons, gods, strategists and scholars alike have pondered one burning question: How to capture an essence well? For as long as the supply of natural essence is divided equally amongst the domains, the Balance shall remain. 
 
    But if a god captures another well the balance will change irrevocably. It is towards this end that each divine patiently strives, inching their forces towards their chosen targets, while ensuring their flanks remain protected from both allies and foes. For trust amongst the gods is scarce indeed, and today’s allies are tomorrow’s foes... – excerpt from Treatise on the Game by scholar Kel Maldax.  
 
      
 
    The journey from the portal room was made in silence, broken only by the occasional whispered conversation between Gaesin and Adra. Kyran made the mistake of opening the Champion’s Handbook. Its wealth of information enthralled him and he had made the journey with his nose buried within its contents, too distracted to participate or even notice the conversation between his companions. 
 
    The book was a fount of knowledge, targeted at new players like himself. Authored by a champion of Weeran, the god of knowledge, it was a concise summary of the game’s mechanics distilled from centuries of observation. It defined the calculations behind defence, attack, experience gains, regeneration, ability cost, and resistances. It expounded on the many game concepts related to empire growth, base building, character development, battlegroups and game balance. So too did it contain an encyclopaedic list of the game’s spells, abilities, skills and classes.  
 
    Within its leather-bound pages was all the information Kyran had craved. All the knowledge needed to guide his development and maximise the benefits of his skills and abilities. It was a priceless gift. So engrossed was Kyran in the book that the party’s entry into the spider’s cavern caught him by surprise. He saw that the cavern remained unchanged. It felt positively homely. Chuckling at his sudden fondness for the site of his first serious brush with death, he turned to his companions and said, “We’ll stop and make camp here. This cavern is a central hub of sorts.” He pointed out the two northern tunnels. “Those lead into the labyrinth proper—” and swinging around to point to the eastern one— “and that one, farther into the mines.” 
 
    He gestured upwards. “Above us is a shadow spider’s nest.” Gaesin’s eyes widened and he stumbled backwards, prepared to flee. Adra dropped into a crouch, coiled and ready to spring while her head whipped searchingly back and forth.  
 
    Startled by his companions’ reaction, Kyran’s face reddened in response. “Sorry, sorry. I did not mean to suggest the nest was occupied. The spider is gone, killed in a battle with the undead.”  
 
    Gaesin sagged in relief and Adra straightened from her crouch, still eyeing the cavern heights warily. Kyran continued, “We’ll rest here for the night and discuss our plans for tomorrow.” 
 
    Opening his inventory, he retrieved the rock beetle shells and inspected the beetle meat strips. They were still fresh, vacuum-preserved in his inventory. “Unfortunately, this is the only food I have. It’s unappetising but an adequate source of nourishment.”  
 
    He bent over the beetle shell and began heating it in preparation for supper. Gaesin and Adra exchanged glances. Unsure of her new lord and wary of giving offence, Adra said tentatively, “Lord, do you wish us to build a camp?”  
 
    Kyran stared blankly. “A camp?”  
 
    Adra nodded vigorously. “Yes, lord, I have tinder and firestones for a fire and cooking utensils to prepare supper—although that shell you have will also prove handy. Amdin’s bag contained the expedition’s food supplies—so we have those too. And in Gaesin and Curan’s packs are enough sleep sacks for us all.” 
 
    Kyran’s mouth dropped open in shock. “Cooking utensils, sleeping pallets, firestones… you have all that?” he asked, astonished. Mistaking his wonder for disbelief, Adra and Gaesin upended the contents of the backpacks to demonstrate the truth of her words.  
 
    Kyran looked from his companions’ cache of supplies to his own rudimentary gear and felt more than a little foolish. Observing again the size of the pile, he ran his eyes over the two, only then noticing the weariness that lay heavy on both. “You two carried all that? On your backs and not in your inventories?” 
 
    It was Adra’s turn to stare blankly. “Inventories?”  
 
    “Yes,” he said, “it’s an extra-dimensional pocket for storing items.” 
 
    Enlightened Gaesin said, “Ah, I wondered, milord, from where you summoned the food and shells. I sensed no magic being performed.” He looked wistful. “It would be nice to have one.” 
 
    Adra nodded in understanding. “I have heard of this marvel, a magical storage space that champions have.” Her face furrowed and she licked her paws nervously before continuing, “But… you said you were not a champion, lord?” 
 
    Kyran frowned and instead of directly answering, fielded a query of his own. “So only champions have inventories? Not vassals?” The two nodded mutely.  
 
    He filed away this titbit of information, then answered Adra’s question. “I’m not a champion but I have many of the same traits. And again please, it’s ‘Kyran’, not lord,” he said with a pointed look at the two. Both nodded awkwardly. 
 
    “Well then, I have never set up a camp before. You will have to tell me what needs to be done,” said Kyran, rubbing his hands in glee at the thought of a real fire and a properly cooked meal.  
 
    Adra’s smile flickered in response as she set about assembling the camp with Gaesin’s help. Both ignored his repeated offers of help. In bemusement, Kyran sat back and watched his companions at work. Within the beetle shell Adra placed the black rocks which his insight identified as firestones.  
 
    
     Acquired: Firestones. 
 
     Type: Enchanted Item. 
 
     Weight: 3 kg. 
 
     Rank: Common. 
 
     Special properties: Releases heat to create a fire.  
 
     Charges: 1/1 (80 essence required per charge). 
 
     Description: An item, commonly used by every traveller, firestones provide a cheap and efficient source of heat. 
 
   
 
    The stones ignited, bathing the camp in a welcome warmth. Adra sniffed the beetle strips (somewhat suspiciously, Kyran thought) and judging them adequate, dumped them in the cooking pot. To this, she added a bewildering array of herbs and spices. She turned to Kyran. “Sire…Kyran, we need water. May I scout the area?” 
 
    “No, not necessary. With that I can help.” said Kyran, glad to finally be of use. He cast slippery ice within the second shell and transformed it to water with flaming hands. Adra nodded, seemingly not a whit impressed by his resourcefulness and added the water to the pot. 
 
    In surprisingly little time, a pleasant aroma wafted out of the pot. Gaesin, his own chores done, sat down with eyes fixated hungrily on the pot. Belatedly Kyran wondered how long the two had been held captive and when their last meal had been. Guiltily, he realised he had not thought to ask before. 
 
    “Kyran, should I set up the camp alarm system?” asked Adra.  
 
    Kyran’s ears flicked forward in surprise. “Alarm system?” he asked perplexed.  
 
    Adra explained, “It is an early warning system which will detect intruders entering the camp.”  
 
    “That’s useful, Adra, please do.” 
 
    Gaesin shifted impatiently, eyes locked on the pot while Adra with practiced efficiency set upon the task. Kyran, curious, followed her to observe the process. From what he could tell the warning system was implemented using a mix of physical objects—trip wire, metal rods—and magic—enchanted bells, wards. 
 
    Adra has activated a camp early warning system which will detect all intruders below the rank of adept. 
 
    When she was done, they joined Gaesin at the campfire and the trio descended into silence, broken only by the sound of industrious eating. The meal was delicious. He would never have believed that rock beetle could taste this good. He winced at the memory of his first meal. By Kyran’s reckoning, Adra was worth her weight in gold for her cooking skills alone. 
 
    When all three were sated with overfilled bellies, it was time for a long-due conversation. Fixing his attention upon his companions Kyran asked, “So how did you two end up in Crota?”  
 
    Gaesin and Adra shared a look and by unspoken agreement Gaesin began their tale. 
 
    “My journey began in Ashburn, a small town on the outskirts of the city of Iltenial. It is there that Curan found and recruited me. I was penniless and living on the streets.”  
 
    Gaesin stared morosely into the fire. Kyran, himself familiar with such hardships, waited patiently, not interrupting. Shaking off his memories, Gaesin continued, his tone bitter. “I fled the Iltenial Mage Academy with little thought to the future. I left without money or supplies in the vain hope of earning employ as a water mage in Ashburn. I was foolish. No one wanted a half-trained apprentice. I was kicked to the streets, destitute.  
 
    “That’s where Curan found me. He was recruiting for his expedition into Crota when by happenstance he saw me healing a fellow beggar. He needed a healer and offered me a place in the expedition which he sold as a grand adventure into the unknown with untold riches at its end. My fortunes, I thought, had finally changed. I grasped at the chance, only to realise much later that it was all lies.” 
 
    He fell into a sullen silence. Kyran chewed over Gaesin’s tale. The youth had left much unsaid. Why had he fled the academy? What had happened to him on the streets? But he sensed that this was not the time to probe. He left the half-elf to his memories and turned to Adra. 
 
    She took up the tale. “I hail from the deep south, from the jungles of Tepani which are nothing like these northern forests. The woods there are always warm and filled with the songs of life. The only threat, the heavy monsoon rains. No strange beasts, no dark forests and no feral tribes.” Her eyes brightened momentarily before darkening again. 
 
    “Many years ago, I was… convinced to leave Tepani. Since then I have been a wanderer, exploring the wilds of the world, seeking…” She paused and cocked her head in thought. “Seeking something. I am not sure what.  
 
    “I was in Springhill when Curan and Amdin recruited me as their guide. The expedition intrigued me, not because of the promised treasure but for the opportunity it afforded to roam Crotana’s famous wildlands.”  
 
    Her face fell. “The Elder Forest was not what I expected. It was so much darker. Hostile. What I sought was not there.” She stroked her whiskers comfortingly then continued. “The expedition’s goal was the treasure vaults of the dwarven city. Amdin had found—or stolen most probably—some bits of lore that promised of ‘untold riches’ still contained there. Curan and Amdin were convinced that whatever it was, it would make us all rich.  
 
    “But they underestimated Crotana.” 
 
    Her face crumpled with sadness. “The expedition began with twenty—rogues and thieves mostly. Despite my warnings, Curan and Amdin did not prepare for the journey through the forest. They foolishly believed it would be no great hardship, that the real perils were in the labyrinth. The forest quickly proved them wrong. 
 
    “Two days in we lost the first of our company to an otherworldly beast, the likes of which I have never seen before. A few days after that we ran afoul of a nomadic goblin tribe—losing yet more. And soon after, we attracted the notice of a dire wolf pack. They hounded us for days, to the very gates of Crota.  
 
    “We were out of options. To escape, we entered the dead city and the pack did not follow.” She snorted. “And then Curan had the crazy idea of looting the citadel, since, as he put it, ‘we were in the neighbourhood.’ 
 
    “I would have left then but Curan would not have allowed it. So instead, like the rest, I went along with the scheme. We gained access to the citadel easily enough. Only to fall into the waiting arms of the undead. It was eerie hearing them speak. I didn’t know they could do that.” She shivered.  
 
    “They demanded our surrender, which none were inclined to give. So we fought. And died. And in the end with just the four remaining, we submitted.”  
 
    She sighed. “And the rest you know.” She lapsed into silence, her tale complete.  
 
    Kyran thought over their words. Neither tale reflected well on the expedition’s leaders, Curan and Amdin. He reflected what it would have been like with those two bonded as his vassals, and whether the game had not been right after all, in judging their karmas incompatible. It would be something to keep in mind for the future—not that he contemplated further vassals. The responsibility for just these two was onerous enough. 
 
    “Are expeditions into Crotana common?” he asked. 
 
    Adra shook her head. “Not at all, Curan’s was the only one that I knew of.”  
 
    He probed deeper for knowledge of Crotana. “Is passage through the Elder Forest the only route to Crota? And how long did your journey take? Assuming we manage to escape the labyrinth, we will need to plan our next course of action.” 
 
    Adra pursed her lips, thinking. “It took us about two months to cross the forest from Springhill, which is the nearest source of civilization. I suppose it should be possible to reach Crota through the Skarral Mountains or by ship from either its eastern or western shores, but I have never heard of anyone doing so. I doubt either of those routes would be any easier.”  
 
    Hmm, even if they escaped the labyrinth, there would be more challenges waiting, but that was a dilemma for another day. He turned his thoughts to other matters. “In the throne room you mentioned that becoming a vassal is considered a great honour. Why?”  
 
    “Why?” asked Adra, puzzled.  
 
    Kyran clarified, “You claimed that millions wish to be vassals but I still don’t understand why this is so. Are the gifts granted to players that great?” 
 
    Understanding lit Adra’s face. “They are. For the lowborn, vassalage is the only path to power, glory and prestige. Vassals are players—even if only minor ones. With it comes the opportunity to improve skills quicker and faster than any norm can. Few achieve rank beyond adept without becoming players in the game.”  
 
    Gaesin nodded, re-joining the conversation. “The slippery ice spell for example. Such a spell on its own would usually take a norm years to learn but you probably obtained the knowledge instantly?”  
 
    Kyran nodded. “I did, but what of the vow and oath that comes with it. Does that not bother you?” 
 
    Gaesin shrugged indifferently. “The game, gods and their champions are a facet of everyday life in Myelad. The academy I attended in Iltenial, its primary purpose was to train candidates for vassalage. Every year, the academy’s best and brightest are presented—eagerly mind you—to Balkar’s champions in the hope of being chosen as vassals.”  
 
    He shook his head firmly. “There is no escaping the game or the gods, Kyran. In one way or another every mortal on Myelad is beholden to them. Why not reap what benefits you can? It matters little if it comes at a price.”  
 
    Kyran did not know what to say to that. Freedom was sacrosanct. He would never willingly surrender it or pledge himself unconditionally to another. The duo’s choice was not something he could easily understand. But he could accept it. And do his best to honour both them and the trust they placed in him. 
 
    It was time to share his story. “Let me tell you of my own journey to Crota.” The two listened with avid interest as he told of his summoning, the choice, his meeting with the gods and his early days in the labyrinth. He left out any mention of Eld and the Thirteenth Well. When he finished, he looked up to find both Gaesin and Adra staring at him with wide-eyed wonder. 
 
    Awkward under their stares he moved the conversation on. “What do you know of the skills, abilities and traits you’ve been granted?”  
 
    “Very little,” admitted Adra and glanced to Gaesin who shrugged his own ignorance.  
 
    Kyran grimaced. He had hoped that they were already familiar with the game’s mechanics. They had much to learn. He started with the basics. “Have you accessed your player interface?”  
 
    Both nodded, looking awed. “We were discussing just that during our walk here. Some of it is easy to understand but most we’ve struggled to make any sense of,” admitted Adra. 
 
    Gaesin bobbed his head enthusiastically. “But the spells were amazing! The—, what did you call it? Interface? Yes, that. It gave me access to more spells than I ever hoped to learn! Please, can I cast one? Please, oh, please!” Gaesin stared fixedly at him, eagerly awaiting his permission. 
 
    Feeling very much the indulgent parent, Kyran waved for him to proceed. Gaesin leapt to his feet, casting ice wall as he went. This being Kyran’s first chance to observe a fellow mage in action, he keenly watched the process. At the edge of his senses, he detected Gaesin’s manipulation of his essence as he channelled it outwards into an ice wall. The youth excitedly rushed off to inspect his handiwork.  
 
    Kyran smiled, having gone through similar feelings of amazement just a few weeks ago. He watched Gaesin’s antics awhile, before shaking his head in bemusement and turning to Adra. “It’s evident that Gaesin is thrilled with his player-given gifts. What of you? How does your transformation sit with you?” 
 
    The wolven pondered his question before answering. “I’m not sure. I feel different yet the same… it’s hard to describe. My knowledge from my days as a norm is unchanged but weighed and… quantified.” 
 
    It was the third time that one of them had used the word. “What is this word, ‘norm’ that you two keep using?” 
 
    “It’s the term given to non-players.” 
 
    “Ah,” he said, disturbed anew that the game so permeated life on Myelad that there was a term for non-players. 
 
    “Do you two have any questions about being a player?” he asked as Gaesin re-joined them. “I, myself have only been one for a few weeks but I will do my best to answer.” 
 
    That opened the floodgates and he was subjected to a deluge of questions. He did his best to answer as fully and completely as he could but for some, he found himself just as ignorant of the answers. In the end he showed them the Champion’s Handbook and promised to share it with both. 
 
    Once the conversation of the game’s mechanics subsided, Kyran took out Aveyad’s map. “Now to the business of our escape from the labyrinth.” He unfurled the map, weighing down its corners with stones. While the major landmarks were easily identifiable, the tunnels between them was a complex network of lines that he managed to follow only with great difficulty. Thinking back to how the Overseer had granted him knowledge of the citadel’s layout, he wondered if he might accomplish something similar here.  
 
    Focusing intently, he willed himself to absorb the map’s knowledge, trying to merge it within his player’s map. 
 
    You do not have the necessary ability (read maps) to absorb knowledge of this map. 
 
    “Damn!” he exclaimed in disappointment. The others looked at him enquiringly. He said, “I tried to absorb the map’s knowledge but failed—I don’t have the read map ability.”  
 
    Adra flickered her eyes eerily inwards. Reading her player interface, he thought. She said, “I have the ability Kyran. Do you want me to try?” 
 
    He brightened, and handed the map over. “Please do. The process itself should be simple. Study its contents and will yourself to absorb the knowledge.” 
 
    Adra puzzled over the map, turning it this way, then that. Finally, she put it down, frowning. “I tried to do as you asked. The game reported that basic players don’t have access to the player’s map.  
 
    “But I did gain its knowledge. We are here,” she said, pointing with one clawed finger to the symbol of a cavern. She shrugged. “I don’t know how I know that. I just do.” 
 
    She continued, “And five hundred metres from here that tunnel bends east.” Her eyes glazed over and she pointed to her left. “And that way, many days journey west is Wyvern Peak.” 
 
    Kyran looked from the map to Adra. If she was correct then her ability would be invaluable in navigating the maze that was the labyrinth. It was unfortunate that she did not get a player’s map. So basic players did not get the map or inventory. I wonder how else they differ. “Well you’ve made better sense of those scribbles than I did. Looks like you’re destined to be the party scout, Adra.”  
 
    She replied, “It will be my honour, Kyran.” 
 
    Kyran leaned over the map again. “Adra, where did you say we were again?”  
 
    She pointed to the symbol marked ‘East Core’ on the map. “And how do we get to Wyvern Peak from here?” asked Kyran. 
 
    Adra traced a path through a maze of tunnels to another central cavern, labelled ‘North Core’. Studying the labyrinth, Kyran noted four prominent caverns that served as hubs for the tunnels and pathways through it. The spider’s cavern was one such hub—labelled East Core. It effectively controlled access to the east labyrinth. The North, West and South Cores served the same purpose.  
 
    He followed the route Adra traced. Unfortunately, it skirted close to a number of feral kobold settlements. Their villages seemed especially concentrated in the south and western labyrinth but some dotted the north as well. The east, presumably due to the undead’s influence, was largely free of them but for the odd outpost in what he suspected were the fringes of the undead’s reach.  
 
    There were a few beast lairs en route as well, most of which were rock beetle nests. Scattered amongst these were a ‘giant scorpion nest’ and a ‘barghest lair’. 
 
    “What do you know of feral kobolds?” he asked his companions.  
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Game Data 
 
      
 
    
     Base skill in commander has increased to 12. Max battlegroup size: 98. 
 
     Base skill in nature lore to has increased to 11. 
 
     Kyran has learnt shared sight. 
 
     Remaining: 8 Civilian AP. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Kyran Profile (Condensed) 
 
     Name: Kyran Seversan 
 
     Race: Elf 
 
     Combat Level: 10 
 
     Civilian Level: 12 
 
     Health: 120/120 
 
     Stamina: 450/500 
 
     Will: 1020/1020 
 
     Essence: 1200/1200 
 
       
 
     Attacks 
 
     Physical: 21.3 (slash). 
 
     Mental: 20.4 (psi). 
 
     Spell: 25.5 (fire). 
 
       
 
     Defences 
 
     Physical Defence: 14.4 
 
     Psi Defence: 12 
 
     Spell Defence: 12 
 
       
 
     Combat Skills (3 SP available) 
 
     Beast Bonding: 17.8 (7 base) 
 
     Body Control: 16.3 (8 base) 
 
     Light Armour: 12.0 (10 base) 
 
     Psionics: 20.4 (10 base) 
 
     Psi Armour: 0 
 
     Telekinesis: 14.3 (7 base) 
 
     Telepathy: 20.4 (10 base) 
 
     Will Regen.: 0 
 
     Air Magic: 17.9 (7 base) 
 
     Earth Magic: 17.9 (7 base) 
 
     Essence Regen.: 0 
 
     Fire Magic: 25.5 (10 base) 
 
     Supportive Magic: 7.7 (3 base) 
 
     Wands & Staffs: 0 
 
     Mystical garments: 0 
 
     Spellcasting: 25.5 (10 base) 
 
     Water Magic: 17.9 (7 base) 
 
     Longbow (Racial): 0 
 
     Longsword (Racial): 6.4 (8 base) 
 
       
 
     Civilian Skills 
 
     Commander: 8.6 (12 base) 
 
     Feudal Lord: 0 
 
     Governor: 0 
 
     Mage Lord: 2.4 (1 base) 
 
     Scrying: 8.6 (12 base) 
 
     Travelling: 8.6 (12 base) 
 
     Nature Lore (Racial): 13.2 (11 base) 
 
       
 
     Vassals & Minions 
 
     Maximum allowed: 8 (12 base) 
 
     Current: 2. 
 
       
 
     Combat Abilities  
 
     Novice: 
 
     Beast Bond, Extend Bond, Confusion, Boost Speed, Hold. 
 
     Truesight, Fire Dart, Slippery Ice, Grasping Roots, Fire Shield, Ice Wall, Earth Tremor, Poison Ward. 
 
     Base: 
 
     Calm Beast, Mind Over Matter, Teleport (Self), Mind Shock. 
 
     Blend, Barkskin, Flaming Hands, Restore Health (Self), Water Armour. 
 
       
 
     Civilian Abilities (8 AP available) 
 
     Novice: 
 
     Travel (Self), Basic Scrying, Gather Plants. Shared Sight. 
 
     Base: 
 
     Inspiring, Channel Essence, Show Hostiles, Show Portals, Show Plants (map).  
 
       
 
     Equipped Items 
 
     Full set of Chitin armour (20 base armour). 
 
     Novice’s Training sword (15-20 base slash damage). 
 
     Bone shaman necklace (+2% earth magic).


 
   
 
   
 
  

 Chapter 8                          
 
    09 Augi 2603 AB 
 
      
 
    The Labyrinth spans the Skarral Mountains. Its northern entrance is protected by Crota, and its southern one by the dwarven city, Durn Duruhl. There have been rumours, but no confirmation of other entrances. Its original inhabitants were the mountain dwarves and the feral kobolds, both of whom have been locked in conflict since time immemorial.  
 
    With the advent of the game, the dwarves allied themselves with Eld, with whose aid they stamped out the kobold infestation in the upper tunnels. The kobolds, driven back into the deeps, bided their time. When Crotana fell, the ferals seized their moment, and overran Durn Duruhl.  
 
    They have squatted there ever since. None of the forays by the exiled dwarves, forced into the mountains further south where they now scrap out an existence under the shadow of Xetil, have been successful in unseating them. – from The Origin of Myelad by Marcos Aurclasy, Silenheim Librarian. 
 
      
 
    Kyran woke up rested and optimistic about the day ahead. The party had spent many hours last night planning their trip to Wyvern Peak and strategies to employ against any feral kobolds they encountered. If the kobolds in the north labyrinth were anything like those he had encountered already, their plans should serve them well. 
 
    The party breakfasted on the remains of the rock beetle soup. Kyran surveyed the pile of supplies unloaded by Gaesin and Adra last night. He packed it away in his inventory to reduce the weight each of them would have to carry on their backs. To make room he happily abandoned the rock shells, the cooking utensils a welcome replacement.  
 
    
     Inventory (New items) 
 
     Storage Capacity: 78.6/200 kg. 
 
     Money: 2 gold, 5 silver, 20 coppers. 
 
       
 
     General Items: 
 
     Labyrinth Map (0 kg). 
 
     Spectacles of Revealing (0.1 kg). 
 
     Message scroll (0 kg). 
 
     Mysterious owl lockbox (0.3 kg). 
 
     Champion’s Handbook (0.4 kg). 
 
       
 
     Camping Items: 
 
     Tinder and Fire starters (0.3 kg). 
 
     Firestones (3.0 kg). 
 
     Sleep sacks x 4 (4.0 kg). 
 
     Small camp alarm system (0.7 kg). 
 
       
 
     Crafting Items: 
 
     Blank scrolls x 500 (2.5 kg). 
 
     Scribe set (0.5 kg). 
 
       
 
     Weapons: 
 
     Basic longsword (1.4 kg). 
 
     Basic Arrows x 200 (4.0 kg). 
 
     Steel knife x 2 (0.5 kg). 
 
       
 
     Food: 
 
     Food preparation kit (1 kg). 
 
     Basic travel rations x 140 (25 kg).  
 
     Cooking utensils (2.0 kg). 
 
   
 
    Kyran handed over the shaman’s staff to Gaesin, his wands & staff skill meant he would get better use out of it. He then formed the battlegroup.  
 
    Battlegroup: A battlegroup is a virtual representation of the players in a combat team. The status of each battle group member is superimposed on the commander’s vision using semi-transparent threads. All members of a battlegroup gain equal combat XP and can communicate telepathically with each other. Its size is limited by the commander’s player level (x 1) and the commander skill (x 10).  
 
    They had experimented with it last night. The battlegroup was a combat management interface that gave the battle leader oversight of the party’s status and allowed its members to send telepathic messages within the group. 
 
    With the group assembled, virtual constructs formed, superimposing on his sight ephemeral threads that pulsed into and out of being. Each thread led to a party member and coded within it—through colour, intensity and frequency —was a wealth of information on the party member’s health, status and location. At a glance, it provided him with all the information he needed on each, without the need for him to open individual interfaces. Most crucial of all, it did not impair or unnecessarily clutter his sight. It would require practice to master interpretation of each thread’s coded information but it was sure to prove invaluable in battle. 
 
    
     Commander Interface (Kyran’s Battlegroup) 
 
     General: 
 
     Max size: 98. 
 
     Current size: 3. 
 
     Max range: 980m. 
 
       
 
     Members: 
 
     Commander: Kyran. 
 
     Player 1 (Emerald thread): Adra, vassal. 
 
     Player 2 (Cobalt thread): Gaesin, vassal. 
 
       
 
     Active Effects: 
 
     None. 
 
   
 
    With Adra leading the way the party navigated the tunnels. Her stealth and night vision made her an excellent choice for the position. The tunnels branched and re-joined in a crazy network that bewildered and confused and yet at each branch Adra showed no hesitation. At first Kyran tried to verify her choices, awkwardly unfurling the map at each crossroads, painstakingly finding their new position and carefully tracing their path to confirm that it was indeed the correct fork. After the fifth or sixth such attempt, he gave up. It was impossible. Even with his own player’s map he could not pinpoint their position on Aveyad’s map, much less figure out which way to head, not without laboriously tracing each individual route. Without Adra, the party would have been lost.  
 
    The party made much better time without him double-checking Adra. At every intersection, Adra would wait and direct them down the correct branch. For hours, they travelled without mishap. But just as Kyran started to believe that the journey would be easier than expected, the party encountered their first kobolds.  
 
    They were in the tunnel ahead, on a collision course with the party. Adra detected the kobolds well in advance and alerted Kyran telepathically. “There’s six, moving slowly towards us. As narrow as the tunnel is we cannot avoid them on our current course. Do we fight or retreat?” 
 
    He wanted to avoid confrontation. At least until they were left with no other choice. “No, let’s retreat.” 
 
    Adra acknowledged the order and the party retraced their steps to search out an alternate route, with Adra on point again. But a few minutes later he received more bad news. “There is another kobold party approaching, twelve strong. We’re trapped between.”  
 
    “Damn,” he said. Just their luck. He weighed their choices. They were sandwiched between the two patrols and he couldn’t allow any of the kobolds to escape, not if he didn’t want to alert others nearby. And he was sure there were more. The kobolds travelled in large packs. 
 
    He glanced at Gaesin, who hovered anxiously next to him. “You ready for this?” Gaesin gulped nervously but nodded his head all the same.  
 
    Kyran clamped him on the shoulder and then projected over the battlegroup, “Hurry back here, Adra. We deal with the smaller patrol first. We finish them off before the second gets wind of us. None can be allowed to escape, so let’s get as close as we can before springing our ambush. I’ll initiate with confusion and then teleport into their midst.  
 
    “Gaesin, cast ice wall to prevent their retreat. Adra, hang back and pick them off as quickly as possible. Warn me as soon as the second party is alerted. Understood?”  
 
    Gaesin and Adra gave short, terse nods. 
 
    The trio hurried back to the first kobold war party, Kyran hidden by blend, Adra by stealth and Gaesin who had no concealment abilities of his own, hanging back until the ambush was sprung. As they neared the kobolds, Kyran projected over the battlegroup, “Ready? Here we go then. Three… two… one…” 
 
    He cast confusion, his gathered will arcing into the oblivious kobolds, piercing their minds and implanting false thoughts.  
 
    Kyran has cast confusion (radius: 20.4m, chance to resist: 5%, duration: 3 minutes), 6 kobolds confused.  
 
    Not delaying to observe the effect, he teleported into their midst. He ran through the first, who appeared dazed, ignored the second who attacked its fellow and cut down the fourth who turned to flee.  
 
    
     Kyran has killed a feral kobold with a vital strike. 
 
     Kyran has killed a feral kobold with a vital strike. 
 
   
 
    From the corner of his eye, he saw an arrow thud into the throat of the fifth and an ice wall appear, cutting off the escape of the fleeing sixth.  
 
    
     Adra has sniped a feral kobold, killing it with a vital strike. 
 
     Gaesin has cast ice wall (Wall length: 12.3m, Wall HP: 123), 0 kobolds frozen.  
 
   
 
    They mopped up quickly. Gaesin pelted the two engaged in combat with each other with magic missiles until Kyran moved to finish them while Adra slew the fleeing one with an arrow in its back. 
 
    
     Gaesin’s 8 magic missiles have hit 2 kobolds for 38 earth damage.  
 
     Kyran has killed a feral kobold. 
 
     Adra has killed a feral kobold with a vital strike. 
 
     Kyran has killed a feral kobold. 
 
   
 
    And that quickly the first kobold patrol was defeated. “Well done, people. Now let’s go get that second squad.” The party regrouped and with Adra taking point again, they rushed forward to meet the second kobold patrol. 
 
    They had not proceeded far before Adra shouted over the battlegroup, “The second kobold party has detected us, they are fast approaching!”  
 
    Kyran acknowledged her response and calmly ordered, “Adra, hurry back to us. Gaesin, when she reaches you, cast slippery ice behind her. Then take up position on the edge of the ice field and fire on the enemy as they appear.” 
 
    As his companions moved to comply, Kyran activated his buffs—boost speed, mind over matter, barkskin and fire shield—and taking up a position a few steps behind Gaesin, blended out of sight, waiting.  
 
    
     Active Effects (Kyran): 
 
     Mind Over Matter (+16 to each body attribute). 
 
     Boost Speed (+16%), 16 minutes remaining. 
 
     Barkskin (+13 Natural Armour), 4 minutes remaining. 
 
     Fire Shield (255 damage blocked), 4 minutes remaining. 
 
     Blend (invisible), 3 hours remaining. 
 
     Truesight (18m), 2 hours remaining. 
 
   
 
    While he waited, he observed Adra’s emerald thread overlaid on his vision, its far end extending beyond his sight to her. As she raced to their position, the thread thickened and pulsed in time to her exertions but thankfully maintained its healthy sheen indicating her lack of damage.  
 
    Behind Adra came the kobolds. All twelve of them. Good. He crouched, poised. As Adra passed his position, Gaesin released the essence he held in readiness, casting slippery ice. The pursuing kobolds, caught off guard by the ice field’s sudden appearance under them, slipped and stumbled. 
 
    Gaesin has cast slippery ice (radius: 12.3m, chance to resist: 63%, duration: 2 minutes), 6 kobolds slipped.  
 
    Adra swivelled, bent down on one knee and began rapidly unleashing her arrows, finding her marks with unerring accuracy. Gaesin joined her, releasing a flurry of magic missiles.  
 
    
     Gaesin’s magic missile has hit a kobold for 5 earth damage. 
 
     Adra’s focused shot has hit a kobold for 16 piercing damage. 
 
     Gaesin’s magic missile has hit a kobold for 3 earth damage. 
 
     Adra’s focused shot has hit a kobold for 18 piercing damage. 
 
   
 
    With the kobolds fully engaged and thoroughly distracted by the storm of missiles heading their way, Kyran joined the battle. In rapid order he cast grasping roots, earth tremor and poison ward on top of the kobolds and ice wall behind them.  
 
    
     Kyran has cast grasping roots (radius: 17.9m, chance to resist: 35%, duration: 3 minutes), 7 kobolds entangled. 
 
     Kyran has cast earth tremor (radius: 9m, chance to resist: 35%, damage: 9 HP per target), 5 kobolds knocked down.  
 
     Kyran has cast poison ward (radius: 1.8m, chance to resist: 35%, damage: 90 HP over 10 seconds), 2 kobolds poisoned.  
 
     Kyran has cast ice wall (Wall length: 17.9m, Wall HP: 179), 0 kobold frozen.  
 
   
 
    Trapped between the ice wall and the companions, and mired in the area of effect of four different spells, the kobolds were outmatched. Kyran joined Gaesin and Adra at the ice field’s edge, and added his own mind shocks to the barrage. In complete disarray, the kobolds were mercilessly cut down, none even managing to reach melee range of the party. In short order it was over.  
 
    
     Battle Log (Kobold encounter) 
 
     The battle has ended. 
 
       
 
     Combat Results 
 
     Creatures bonded: 0. 
 
     Hostiles killed: 18. 
 
     Party XP gained: 86,940 XP. 
 
       
 
     Level Gains 
 
     None. 
 
       
 
     Party Status 
 
     Kyran Seversan:  
 
     HP:[image: ] 
 
     S:[image: ][image: ] 
 
     W:[image: ][image: ] 
 
     E:[image: ][image: ] 
 
       
 
     Adra Maeko:  
 
     HP:[image: ] 
 
     S:[image: ][image: ] 
 
     E:[image: ] 
 
       
 
     Gaesin Illineiros:  
 
     HP:[image: ] 
 
     S:[image: ][image: ] 
 
     E:[image: ][image: ] 
 
   
 
    As the last kobold fell, silence reigned as the party savoured its first victory. Kyran glanced at his companions, both looked a little ill at the carnage they had unleashed. Remembering his own first such slaughter, he hurried them, not giving them time to dwell on it. “Let’s move,” he said. “From here on, we are going to have to hurry. We have to assume that the patrols will be missed and these bodies discovered.” 
 
    And with that the party turned their backs on the bloodshed and pressed on. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 9                          
 
    09 Augi 2603 AB 
 
      
 
    The party fled. Adra no longer waited for them to catch up; instead she directed the pair to the correct path over the battlegroup. They continued in this manner for the rest of the day and encountered no further patrols. 
 
    Despite their exhaustion they pushed on well into the night. Kyran wanted to put as much distance as possible between them and the site of the skirmish. Close to midnight, weary and spent, the party made camp and lay down for the night. 
 
    On first watch, Adra stared thoughtfully at her new lord… Kyran. She did not know what to make of him. The tale of his summoning and the gods had been fascinating and… disturbing. Was Myelad really a prison? The way he had spoken of the gods, dismissive and irreverent, making them out to be squabbling children, had been distressing. Adra was a daughter of the forest, a follower of Auriel. Not particularly devout, but faithful nonetheless. And now she was pledged to her goddess’s self-confessed enemy. 
 
    Was Kyran lying? But what would be the purpose? To deceive one nameless follower? That made little sense. She had never—until now—questioned the benevolence of her goddess. She flickered her eyes over her player data, dwelling on the aspect that most concerned her. 
 
    
     Hidden Trait: Daughter of the Forest (pledged to the service of Auriel).  
 
     Hidden Traits are visible only to the player and hidden even from one’s pledged lord. 
 
   
 
    What was she to do? Where did her duty lie? With her god or her new lord? Troubled, Adra stared morosely into the fire. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    In the morning the party resumed their journey but at a much slower pace than the flight yesterday. Their misadventure of the day before had them strung up and at first, they remained on high alert, travelling in tense silence but after countless hours of empty tunnels they lowered their guard and relaxed.  
 
    The day passed uneventfully, as did the next few. They encountered no more kobolds and the trio quickly fell into a routine. In the day, they travelled and at night, they studied the Champion’s Handbook. Gaesin in particular, eagerly soaked in everything he could of the game, Adra less so. Kyran noticed a certain reticence on her part but did not question it, assuming it to be her nature.  
 
    Three days out from the East Core, the party encountered another kobold patrol. They easily avoided it. They had little further to go. Adra believed them to be almost at the North Core and Wyvern Peak lay just beyond. But as the day wore on, the patrols thickened. Eventually, the party’s progress was halted altogether.  
 
    From up ahead, Adra messaged, “Kyran, stop. We have a problem.”  
 
    “What is it?”  
 
    “You need to see this for yourself.” 
 
    “Hold on.” 
 
    Kyran activated the commander shared sight ability; He had unlocked it at the East Core and over the last few days, had experimented with it but this was its first practical application. 
 
    
     Ability: Shared Sight 
 
     Skill: Commander. 
 
     Description: This spell shares a minion’s sight with the caster. The spell is cancelled if hostiles enter the presence of the caster. 
 
     Rank: Novice. 
 
     Cost: 40 Essence. 
 
     Execution time: 60 seconds. 
 
     Range: Maximum distance of 100m x skill. 
 
     Duration: 10 seconds x skill. 
 
   
 
    He separated his consciousness and directed it along the spirit link to Adra, where he stepped into her mind, which was open to him by virtue of the vassal bond. Keeping tight rein over his self to not spill over into her mind, he peered through her eyes and beheld what she saw.  
 
    Adra crouched twenty metres from the entrance of the North Core. It was guarded by four kobolds. Unlike the previous ones, these were armoured in bronze half plate and armed with spear and shield. Adra was concealed just outside their large detection cones. The guards were vigilant and alert, eyes constantly scanning, and weapons held ready. 
 
    Behind them, stretched across the cavern’s entrance was a palisade wall and gate, which from the upturned soil and debris, looked to be recently constructed. The gate hung open and beyond it was a tented military camp which filled the entirety of the cavern. Kobolds wandered about or sat idly around camp fires. In the depths of the cavern, at its other entrances, he spied more guards posted. In the middle of the camp were elaborate white tents, encircling a much larger red one and beyond were two large cages. From this angle, Kyran was not able to make out the cages’ occupants.  
 
    He counted at least fifteen kobolds with a further unknown number hidden within the tents. “What level are the kobolds,” Kyran asked. Adra applied her insight. 
 
    
     Creature: Feral Kobold Fighter 
 
     Type: Semi-Sentient (Savage) 
 
     Rarity: Uncommon 
 
     Level: 15 
 
     Health: 220 / 220 
 
     Attack: 20-30 (piercing) 
 
     Defences (Physical/ Psi/ Spell): 15 / 15 / 22 
 
       
 
     Special Effects: 
 
     Resistance to Fire (-50% fire damage). 
 
       
 
     Description: 
 
     Feral Kobold fighters are the warrior caste of the kobold tribes and front-line troops of war. 
 
   
 
    The kobolds were level fifteen warriors, stronger than the previous ones he had encountered. “Can we avoid them?” he asked.  
 
    “No,” Adra replied. “The only route to Wyvern’s Peak lies through this cavern.” 
 
    He had known that already but wanted confirmation. “I wonder what the kobolds are doing here,” he murmured to himself. The encampment was not shown on Aveyad’s map. It did not matter; they would have to deal with it. He withdrew his consciousness from Adra and said, “Come back, we are going to think this through.” 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    The party retreated and huddled a safe distance away. “So, what is the plan?” asked Gaesin.  
 
    Adra replied, “We saw at least fifteen fighters and there were at least that many more hidden beyond sight.” Looking carefully at Kyran, in case he found fault with her conclusion, she said, “We stand little chance.”  
 
    Kyran nodded. “I agree, although I would put their numbers much higher and would hazard that the tents, the red one at least, contains their shamans.” 
 
    “So, what do we do?” asked Gaesin. 
 
    “We find reinforcements,” said Kyran.  
 
    Baffled, Gaesin and Adra stared blankly at him. “Let’s go. I’ll explain on the way,” said Kyran. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    A little while later, the party squatted behind an outcropping of rocks at the entrance of a foul-smelling cavern, observing the scorpion lair before them. They had backtracked three hours to reach this lair. It was one of many marked on Aveyad’s map. Kyran hoped to find within it, the means to break through the kobold camp and what he saw thus far was promising. 
 
    In the lair were six giant scorpions, each at least three metres in length. Five were mottled-brown with oversized pincers and tails that curled back and dripped venom. The last scorpion was twice as large and coloured jet-black but otherwise no different. The lair was littered with bones and puddles of bubbling venom. The smell of rotting flesh permeated the air. The five scorpions patrolled while the larger one rested in a pool of its own venom. Kyran inspected each of the scorpions in turn.  
 
    
     Creature: Giant Scorpion 
 
     Type: Beast 
 
     Rarity: Common 
 
     Level: 20 
 
     Health: 210 / 210 
 
     Attack: 10-20 (blunt) + 40 (poison damage over time) 
 
     Defences (Physical/ Psi/ Spell): 20 / 20 / 20 
 
       
 
     Special Effects: 
 
     Venomous: Immune to poisons (-100% poison damage).  
 
     Poison Sting: Poisonous melee attack. 
 
       
 
     Description: 
 
     Giant scorpions are mutated horrors of their smaller kin. They are highly aggressive and territorial. 
 
       
 
     Beast Bonding Probability: 
 
     You have a 39% probability of forming a beast bond with it (an effective skill level of 17.8 against a giant scorpion’s psi defence of 20). 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Creature: Empress Scorpion 
 
     Type: Beast 
 
     Rarity: Uncommon 
 
     Level: 22 
 
     Health: 250 / 250 
 
     Attack: 10-20 (blunt) + 60 (poison damage over time) 
 
     Defences (Physical/ Psi/ Spell): 22 / 22 / 22 
 
       
 
     Special Effects: 
 
     Venomous: Immune to poisons (-100% poison damage).  
 
     Poison Sting: Poisonous melee attack. 
 
     Venom pool: Creates a venom pool around the scorpion. 
 
     Venom spray: Launches a spray of poisonous projectiles. 
 
       
 
     Description: 
 
     The empress scorpion is the dominant female in a nest and is vigorously defended by all its members. 
 
       
 
     Beast Bonding Probability: 
 
     You have a 29% probability of forming a beast bond with it (an effective skill level of 17.8 against a giant scorpion’s psi defence of 22). 
 
   
 
    The five scorpions were level twenty and the large one, an empress scorpion, was level twenty-two. Perfect. The beast bonding probability was too low though and he raised it, investing his remaining points in the skill. 
 
    
     Base skill in beast bonding has increased to 10. Effective skill: 25.4. 
 
     You have a 77% probability of forming a beast bond with a giant scorpion and 67% with an empress scorpion. 
 
   
 
    Better. “Right, here is the plan,” whispered Kyran. “I will initiate with grasping roots. Gaesin, cast ice wall across the entrance. We will remain on this side—outside the cavern—and hopefully out of the scorpions’ reach. I will beast bond them, starting with the empress. Once tamed, it will turn hostile to the others and likely be attacked. Adra, distract the untamed scorpions with ensnaring arrows. Be careful not to strike any of the bonded ones. They will become unbound if you do. 
 
    “Our primary goal is to bond the scorpions—not kill them. So unless this turns sour, avoid damaging any. Understood?” 
 
    The pair nodded. “Good, ready then? Here goes,” said Kyran. 
 
    
     Kyran has cast grasping roots (radius: 17.9m, chance to resist: 61%, duration: 3 minutes), 2 scorpions entangled.  
 
     Gaesin has cast ice wall (length: 12.3m, Wall HP: 123), 0 frozen.  
 
     Adra has fired ensnaring arrows (radius: 1.8m, chance to resist: 61%, duration: 18 seconds), 2 scorpions ensnared.  
 
   
 
    The grasping roots sprang from the rocky floor, reaching up to entangle the scorpions but many offshoots encountered the bubbling venom and were eaten away. Yet the roots served their purpose, delaying the scorpions. Adra widened her stance, set three arrows to her bow and channelled essence into each. Drawing back on her bow, she launched the flight into the path of the scorpions. As the arrows fell back, they transformed into gyrating cords that wrapped around the scorpions’ limbs. Most failed to find purchase but enough succeeded, to lock two scorpions in place.  
 
    At the same time, Gaesin’s ice wall thudded across the cavern entrance, trapping the scorpions within. The empress screeched her rage and flicked her tail forward, signalling the smaller scorpions to attack. Ignoring the scorpions rushing forward, Kyran peered through the ice wall and sent tendrils of his will racing towards the empress.  
 
    You have successfully bonded a level 22 empress scorpion. Duration: 4 hours. 
 
    His will overwhelmed her meagre defences and forced the bond into place. A bubble of awareness that was the empress took residence in his mind. He added her to the battlegroup and ordered her to hold position. 
 
    Meanwhile the other scorpions charged the ice wall, furiously chipping away at it with clawed pincers and envenomed stingers. The venom splashed and sizzled against the wall but did little damage whereas, with each blow, the pincers carved out huge chunks.  
 
    
     A giant scorpion has hit an ice wall for 20 blunt damage. Remaining: 60/123 HP. 
 
     A giant scorpion has hit an ice wall for 10 blunt damage. Remaining: 50/123 HP. 
 
     A giant scorpion has hit an ice wall for 13 blunt damage. Remaining: 37/123 HP. 
 
   
 
    The wall would collapse soon. Contrary to his expectation, the smaller scorpions had ignored the tamed empress. Possibly because she was not the closest target. He hesitated. Should he order the empress to attack or… 
 
    “Retreat a pace,” he said and taking two steps back, he reinforced Gaesin’s ice wall, casting his own behind it.  
 
    Kyran has cast ice wall (length: 17.9m, Wall HP: 179), 0 frozen. 
 
    With the time the new wall bought, he tried bonding a second scorpion but failed the first attempt. Gaesin’s wall collapsed and his own took damage. Adra fired another volley of ensnaring arrows, slowing down the scorpions further. He tried again.  
 
    You have successfully bonded a level 20 giant scorpion. Duration: 4 hours. 
 
    This time the bond slipped effortlessly into place and the remaining wild scorpions—of which only two were free to move—refocused their attacks onto the new threat. Without pause, Kyran moved onto bonding the third, succeeding on the first attempt. He smiled in satisfaction. The battle was well in hand now. In short order he bonded the fourth and fifth scorpions. 
 
    However, as the tendrils of his will reached out to the sixth and last scorpion, he encountered a new problem. The psi tether slipped easily enough onto the scorpion but had nowhere to anchor in his own mind. He had reached the limit of beasts which he could control simultaneously. 
 
    You cannot bond any further beasts. At your current rank (novice) you can bond a maximum of five beasts. You have failed to bond a level 20 giant scorpion. 
 
    “Attack that one! I can’t bond it,” said Kyran. The party, strengthened by the addition of five scorpions, quickly overwhelmed the remaining one.  
 
    
     Battle Log (Giant Scorpions) 
 
     The battle has ended. 
 
       
 
     Combat Results 
 
     Creatures bonded: 5. 
 
     Hostiles killed: 1. 
 
     Party XP gained: 161,910 XP. 
 
       
 
     Level Gains 
 
     Kyran: 1 level (9 SP, 2 AP). New combat level: Level 11. 
 
     Adra: 1 level (3 SP, 1 AP). New combat level: Level 13. 
 
     Gaesin: 2 levels (6 SP, 2 AP). New combat level: Level 10. 
 
       
 
     Party Status 
 
     Kyran Seversan:  
 
     HP:[image: ] 
 
     S:[image: ][image: ] 
 
     W:[image: ][image: ] 
 
     E:[image: ][image: ] 
 
       
 
     Adra Maeko:  
 
     HP:[image: ] 
 
     S:[image: ][image: ] 
 
     E:[image: ][image: ] 
 
       
 
     Gaesin Illineiros:  
 
     HP:[image: ] 
 
     S:[image: ][image: ] 
 
     E:[image: ][image: ] 
 
       
 
     Giant Scorpions x 4:  
 
     HP:[image: ] 
 
       
 
     Empress Scorpion:  
 
     HP:[image: ] 
 
   
 
    The battle over, Kyran assembled the tamed scorpions for inspection. Gaesin stepped gingerly around the dripping venom, healing the injured ones while Adra looked on warily from afar. The scorpions dwarfed the companions but for all their menacing appearance, followed Kyran’s commands docilely enough.  
 
    “What do you think, Adra, Gaesin? Are these reinforcements enough?” asked Kyran cheerfully. 
 
    Adra stared at her young lord, not sure if it was a serious question. “I don’t know about the kobolds, Kyran, but I am certainly terrified of these monsters,” she answered solemnly. Kyran nodded happily. 
 
    “How long will they remain tamed?” asked Gaesin, finished with his healing. 
 
    “Four hours. So, we will have to hurry. I don’t want to risk renewing the bond.” 
 
    “Risk?” asked Gaesin apprehensively. “You mean you might lose control of them?” 
 
    “Nothing to worry about,” he assured the youth. “Not as long as we hurry. Let’s be off.” 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 10                  
 
    11 Augi 2603 AB 
 
      
 
    Three hours later, back at the kobold camp, Adra crept into position. She inched her way to within twenty metres of the kobold guards. Even with blend, Kyran could not sneak as close. The guards' detection cones were too large. To put their plan into play, he would have to cast through Adra. 
 
    Simply charging the camp was too risky. If the guards barred the gates, the camp would be given time to rouse and prepare, and the party would lose the element of surprise. 
 
    Kyran’s plan was to disable the gate before attacking. To enact it, he learnt channel novice spells and raised his mage lord skill to maximum. 
 
    
     New ability learnt! 
 
     Ability: Channel Novice Spells 
 
     Skill: Mage Lord. 
 
     Description: This ability creates a temporary ley line between the caster and a vassal, enabling novice spells to be cast through the linked vassal but at significant essence penalty. The spell is cancelled if hostiles enter the presence of the caster. 
 
     Rank: Novice. 
 
     Cost: 80 Essence per hour. 
 
     Execution time: 60 seconds. 
 
     Range: Maximum distance of 100m x skill. 
 
     Duration: Infinite (activated ability). 
 
     Buff: Can cast novice spells through the linked vassal at 3x the essence cost. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     You have used the ability, more skills, and converted 6 AP into 12 civilian SP. Remaining civilian SP =12 and AP=1. 
 
     Base skill in mage lord has increased to 12. Vassal channelling essence penalty: 242,4%. 
 
   
 
    “I’m in position,” said Adra. Kyran, waiting fifty metres back with the giant scorpions and Gaesin, sat down and cast shared sight. Looking through Adra’s eyes, he activated channel novice spells. Essence flowed into the ether, forging a temporary ley line between Kyran and Adra. The ley line was a conduit for transferring energy, although at his low level it was poorly carved and would result in significant losses. The conduit would remain in place as long as the channel novice spell was active. 
 
    The essence wastage was acceptable if it enabled the party to catch the guards unawares. He pushed his essence through the ley line and using Adra’s sight, cast ice wall on the palisade, preventing any attempt to seal the gates.  
 
    Kyran has cast ice wall through Adra (length: 17.9m, Wall HP: 179, essence cost: 85), 0 frozen. Adra has taken hostile action. Stealth lost. 
 
    In surprise, the kobolds spun about searching for the threat, and spotted Adra. Her stealth had fallen away when the spell was cast. She turned and fled with the guards in chase.  
 
    Kyran ordered the scorpions forward. In a mass of waving pincers and swinging tails they charged past Adra towards the four kobold guards, who ground to a halt at their appearance. Instead of turning and fleeing—which Kyran would have done in the face of such a threat—the four braced themselves to meet the charge. And unsurprisingly, were bowled over and trampled underfoot. The scorpions stabbed repeatedly down into their trapped prey, injecting them with multiple doses of deadly venom.  
 
    
     A feral kobold fighter has died from critical overdose of venom. 
 
     … 
 
     A feral kobold fighter has died from critical overdose of venom. 
 
   
 
    Kyran stared in open-mouthed horror, the skirmish over before the rest of the party could even react. 
 
    In the camp, a horn screamed in alarm, rallying the kobolds and pulling Kyran’s attention back to the battle. He sent the scorpions charging forward again, following closely behind with the party. Realising the strength of the scorpions’ poison, he rapidly revised his tactics.  
 
    “Gaesin,” he shouted, “change of plans. Focus primarily on healing the scorpions. Any damage we can do is minimal in comparison.” Gaesin nodded sharply in acknowledgement. From within the camp, a fireball arced overhead, splashing across the ice wall. The shamans had entered the fray. 
 
    A kobold shaman’s fireball has critically hit Kyran’s ice wall, destroying it. 
 
    The scorpions, nearly at the frozen palisade, were flung back as the ice disintegrated under the blast of the fireball. In a jumble of limbs, the singed scorpions, picked themselves up and scuttled through the gate and into the camp, where kobold warriors—many half-dressed—scrambled into line in front of a trio of shamans. As they charged the line, the empress sprayed her venom into the massing kobolds. 
 
    An empress scorpion has cast venom spray (cone length: 2m, chance to resist: 35%, damage: 60 HP over 10 seconds), 8 kobolds poisoned. 
 
    Running after the scorpions, the party skidded to a stop outside the gate. The shamans were level nineteen, stronger than previous ones he had faced. “Adra, ignore the warriors and focus your fire on the shamans.” Adra went down on one knee and channelling her essence, imbued an arrowhead with fire. She pulled back her bow and sniped a flaming arrow straight through the eye of the leftmost shaman, killing him instantly.  
 
    Adra has sniped a kobold shaman with a flaming arrow, killing him with a vital strike through the eye. 
 
    Terrified by the fate of their comrade, the remaining shamans fled back into the camp. Adra didn’t hesitate. She nocked a blunt-tipped stunning arrow and targeted the trailing shaman but as she let fly, fire shields sprang up around the shamans and the arrow bounced off harmlessly. 
 
    Adra's stunning arrow has hit a kobold shaman for 0 damage (20 blocked by fire shield). Remaining shield: 180/200 HP. 
 
    The scorpions ploughed through the venom-drenched kobold line, only to be surrounded by troops rallying from elsewhere in the camp. With impressive discipline, they formed defensive lines on the scorpions’ flanks and advanced in tandem. The scorpions, outnumbered and pushed back, infected as many warriors as they could but the kobolds did not allow them to overdose any, jabbing away the beasts with long spears.  
 
    
     16 kobolds poisoned from 5 scorpions' stingers. 
 
     16 kobolds have hit 5 scorpions for 117 piercing damage. 
 
   
 
    Gaesin worked to keep the scorpions alive with healing aura. Kyran had forbidden him from using restore health (others), a touch-based healing spell. Within melee range of the kobolds, Gaesin would not survive long. Healing aura was an activated spell that boosted the health regeneration of allies around Gaesin.  
 
    Gaesin has activated healing aura, restoring 14 HP/min to 5 scorpions. 
 
    Next, the half-elf secured the scorpions’ flanks by placing an ice wall and slippery ice field to their left and right.  
 
    
     Gaesin has cast ice wall (length: 12.3m, Wall HP: 123), 5 kobolds frozen.  
 
     Gaesin has cast slippery ice (radius: 12.3m, chance to resist: 63%, duration: 2 minutes), 4 kobolds slipped.  
 
   
 
    Meanwhile, Kyran like Adra, focused his attacks on the fleeing shamans, sending a stream of mind shocks their way. The shamans’ fire shields did not protect against the psi attacks—only against physical and magical ones—and Kyran nearly slew the second shaman before he disappeared amongst the tents. 
 
    Kyran’s 9 mind shocks have hit a kobold shaman for 145 psi damage. Remaining: 35/180 HP. 
 
    Kyran ground his teeth in frustration and returned his attention to the battle around the scorpions. Despite their numerical advantage, the kobolds were losing, the scorpions’ poison slowly claiming their victims while Gaesin’s steady healing aura kept them alive.  
 
    
     Battle Status 
 
     12 feral kobold fighters have died from poison, 28 remaining. 
 
     1 kobold shaman has died, 2 remaining. 
 
     Average scorpion health: 80%. 
 
   
 
    But that changed when the kobold shamans re-entered the fray. Hidden behind the tents, they lobbed fireballs into the centre of the skirmish, heedless of the damage to their own troops. Both the scorpions and kobold warriors took damage, the scorpions more so, not sharing the kobolds’ racial resistance to fire. 
 
    
     A kobold shaman has cast fireball.  
 
     28 feral kobold fighters hit, 5 average damage sustained. 
 
     5 giant scorpions hit, 20 average damage sustained. 
 
   
 
    He searched for the shamans, but in the heat of the battle couldn’t differentiate them from the mass of red dots on his player’s map. “Adra, where are the shamans?” he shouted. 
 
    “I’ve lost them,” she returned. Damnation, thought Kyran. 
 
    He hesitated. “Target the warriors then, let’s finish them off. Be careful with your attacks, friendly fire will turn the scorpions hostile.” 
 
    Adra acknowledged the order and sniped the kobold warriors, picking off targets on the fringes. Gaesin did the same, launching magic missiles. Kyran added his own contribution with confusion, earth tremor and poison wards, each carefully placed well outside the scorpions’ position. 
 
    
     Kyran has cast earth tremor (radius: 9m, chance to resist: 35%, damage: 9 HP per target), 17 kobolds knocked down.  
 
     Kyran has cast poison ward (radius: 1.8m, chance to resist: 35%, damage: 90 HP over 10 seconds), 4 kobolds poisoned.  
 
     Kyran has cast confusion (radius: 20.4m, chance to resist: 23%, duration: 3 minutes), 18 kobolds confused. 
 
   
 
    But their attacks did not go unanswered. The shamans responded with a deluge of fireballs and the situation deteriorated rapidly. The ice wall disintegrated, the slippery ice field evaporated and the empress scorpion's venom pool ignited, dealing its own damage over time.  
 
    The scorpions began to die. As did the kobolds, the combination of fire and poison whittling down their numbers. But the party was losing the war of attrition. The scorpions would be dead before the kobold warriors were down to manageable numbers. 
 
    
     Battle Status 
 
     24 feral kobold fighters have died, 16 remaining. 
 
     1 kobold shaman has died, 2 remaining. 
 
     2 scorpions have died, 3 remaining. 
 
     Average scorpion health: 40%. 
 
   
 
    The shamans were killing the scorpions too fast. Left with little choice, Kyran ordered the surviving scorpions to withdraw through the flaming palisade.  
 
    He had to kill the shamans. “Adra, Gaesin, the scorpions are retreating to the gate. Help them hold the line. I am going after the shamans.” Afraid, in the face of what appeared to be certain defeat, the two nodded uncertainly. 
 
    Kyran teleported to the far end of the camp and immediately spotted two garish figures hiding behind the red tent—both fully healed. Aargh. He pulled in his will and unleashed a salvo of mind shocks against the nearest figure. The shaman stumbled forward a step, then spun around snarling, searching for his attacker. Seeing Kyran, he aimed his staff and unleashed a hail of magic missiles. The second shaman followed suit, whirling around and adding his own stream of fire. 
 
    
     Kyran’s 5 mind shocks have hit a kobold shaman for 70 psi damage. Remaining: 110/180 HP. 
 
     A kobold shaman’s 5 magic missiles have hit Kyran for 0 damage (60 blocked by fire shield). Remaining shield: 195/255 HP. 
 
     A second kobold shaman’s 5 magic missiles have hit Kyran for 0 damage (75 blocked by fire shield). Remaining shield: 120/255 HP. 
 
   
 
    Under the onslaught, Kyran flew backwards, the shamans’ magic missiles packing more of a punch than he expected. He rolled to his feet as he landed. His shield had absorbed most of the damage and was dangerously low. But he was given no respite. The shamans lowered their staffs and renewed their attack, forcing Kyran to dodge while trying to respond with fire of his own. 
 
    
     Kyran’s 3 mind shocks have hit a kobold shaman for 50 psi damage. Remaining: 60/180 HP. 
 
     A kobold shaman’s 3 magic missiles have hit Kyran for 0 damage (35 blocked by fire shield). Remaining shield: 85/255 HP. 
 
     A second kobold shaman’s 3 magic missiles have hit Kyran for 0 damage (30 blocked by fire shield). Remaining shield: 55/255 HP. 
 
   
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Meanwhile the scorpions, down to two and badly injured, completed their retreat to the gate. Pressing hard against them were the remaining twenty kobold fighters. With the shamans distracted by Kyran, Gaesin was able to douse the flames around the palisade with ice wall and slippery ice while the empress renewed her venom pool. The scorpions fared much better now. But Adra knew it was not enough. They had to be healed or the remaining warriors would overwhelm them, before themselves being overcome by the scorpions’ venom. 
 
    Watching the raging titans, Adra knew what needed to be done and fear gripped her. It would put Gaesin in certain danger but there was no help for it. “We have to move forward. The healing aura is not enough, you must heal the scorpions directly.”  
 
    Gaesin gulped nervously but nodded gamely. “Let’s go then,” said Adra, feeling no little anxiety of her own as the two sprinted forward. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    The battle against the two casters was not going well. He took more damage than he dealt. Their constant stream of magic missiles kept him weaving and in constant danger. The shamans had cunningly split apart, leaving Kyran with the unenviable task of tracking incoming fire from two different fronts, while dodging and trying to retaliate. Time and again, he was caught out and inevitably his fire shield collapsed.  
 
    The magical barrage sent him crashing into a kobold tent. He rolled through, using them for cover while he tried recasting fire shield. The shamans did not give him a chance. 
 
    
     A kobold shaman’s magic missile has hit Kyran for 10 damage. Remaining: 135/145 HP (mind over matter buff active). 
 
     Spellcasting interrupted by damage taken. You have failed to cast fire shield. 
 
   
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    
     Battle Status 
 
     34 feral kobold fighters have died, 6 remaining. 
 
     1 kobold shaman dead, 2 remaining. 
 
     4 scorpions have died, 1 remaining. 
 
     Average scorpion health: 10%. 
 
   
 
    By the time Gaesin and Adra reached the palisade, only the empress scorpion remained alive, her great bulk filling the gate. Adra skidded to a stop on one knee behind the empress, bow raised, arrow nocked and searching for targets. Gaesin came galloping after, panting heavily. “Go, Gaesin,” she shouted. 
 
    The half-elf ran forward, slapping his hand bravely against the empress’s chitinous shell, flooding her with lifegiving essence. 
 
    Gaesin’s restore health (others) has healed an empress scorpion for 14 HP. Remaining: 29/250 HP. 
 
    In relief, Adra watched the scorpion’s health rise out of the red, still low but no longer critical. They had made it. But their actions drew attention. Observing the frail figure of Gaesin heal the empress, the six remaining kobold warriors disengaged and sought to slip by her to slay the defenceless healer.  
 
    Adra’s bow sang, dropping one, then two then three. The fourth and fifth fell afoul of the empress, foolishly trying to scramble beneath her. Her venom-engorged stinger slashed down, once, twice and they were dead. But the sixth reached Gaesin, plunging his spear forward. 
 
    “Gaesin,” screamed a terrified Adra. The half-elf, in the midst of another healing, almost didn’t hear her but at the last instant clumsily raised his staff, warding off the blow. And that was all the time Adra needed. Her next arrow, already in flight, streaked forward into the kobold’s eye, slaying the last remaining fighter. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Through the shredded remains of a tent, another volley found Kyran. Without a shield, the magical fire tore through his armour, charring skin. In agony, he retained the presence of mind to roll, momentarily escaping the terrible burning. But the shamans’ fire followed. “Get up! Get up!” he screamed to himself. 
 
    
     A kobold shaman’s magic missile has hit Kyran for 15 damage. Remaining 120/145 HP. 
 
     A second kobold shaman’s magic missile has hit Kyran for 11 damage. Remaining 109/145 HP. 
 
   
 
    More missiles flew at him. He heaved himself to his feet, almost blinded by the pain. Desperately he pulled essence into his body, trying to heal himself while he staggered through the tents. 
 
    
     A kobold shaman’s magic missile has hit Kyran for 7 damage. Remaining 102/145 HP. 
 
     Spellcasting interrupted by damage taken. You have failed to cast Restore Health (self). 
 
   
 
    Again, the spell fizzled and failed as the shamans landed another hit. Kyran was losing and he didn’t even know how the wider battle progressed. He had no attention to spare; he could only hope Gaesin and Adra were faring better.  
 
    He had to change tactics. The ranged exchange with the shamans had failed. Maybe if he got between them, he could nullify their magic missiles… 
 
    In a furious sprint, he dashed towards the shamans, jagging back and forth to spoil their aim. The shamans bathed the ground before him in a magical barrage. Kyran forewent casting, focused fully on dodging the many missiles heading his way. Twenty metres to go. 
 
    A kobold shaman’s magic missile has hit Kyran for 12 damage. Remaining 90/145 HP. 
 
    A missile struck his shoulder, spinning him left. Gritting his teeth, he turned his imminent fall into a dive and resumed his charge. Ten metres. He was almost there. Now that he sprinted flat out, the shamans struggled to keep up with his boosted speed. 
 
    A kobold shaman’s magic missile has hit Kyran for 10 damage. Remaining 80/145 HP. 
 
    Another missile clipped his leg, but he was almost in range. He dived forward, crashing into a wide-eyed shaman, bouncing off his shield harmlessly but fouling his aim for a few crucial seconds. Catlike, he sprang to his feet and dodged the second shaman’s raking fire—which flew past him, into his fellow’s shield. 
 
    A kobold shaman’s 3 magic missiles have hit a kobold shaman for 0 damage (45 blocked by fire shield). Remaining shield: 155/200 HP. 
 
    Drawing his sword, he battered the shaman’s shield. Once. Twice. Then dodged left, narrowly escaping another squirt of missiles. The second shaman, wary of hitting his fellow, aimed his attacks more carefully now, but this just gave Kyran more time to dodge. The first shaman, beset by Kyran, cursed unintelligibly and at point-blank range, lowered his staff ominously. But Kyran was ready for him. He shoved hard against the shaman’s shield, doing no damage but pushing back shield—and shaman. The surprised shaman floundered, losing his aim. Not wasting the opportunity, Kyran struck at the shaman’s shield again. He continued in this vein for a minute, dodging the second shaman’s attacks, and using his bodyweight to shove the first off-balance every time he recovered.  
 
    Kyran’s 9 sword strikes have hit a kobold shaman for 0 damage (140 blocked by fire shield). Remaining shield: 15/200 HP. 
 
    Then, in his eagerness to crack the shaman’s shield, he misstepped and was hit squarely by the second shaman’s barrage. His battered body was held upright from the force of the blows alone. 
 
    A kobold shaman’s 4 magic missiles have hit Kyran for 65 damage. Remaining 25/145 HP. 
 
    It was almost over. With sinking heart, he watched the first shaman, smile maliciously and lower his staff. So close, he thought tiredly. 
 
    Just at that moment an arrow blasted through the remnants of the shaman’s shield and buried itself in the bewildered kobold’s heart. 
 
    Adra’s focused shot has destroyed a kobold shaman’s shield and killed him with a vital strike. 
 
    He looked across and saw Adra staring back impassively at him. “Thank you, Adra,” he murmured. Surprise flitted across the face of the surviving shaman and he turned to flee. Wrong move, thought Kyran grimly. Pulling in his will, he fired off a shower of mind shocks at the doomed shaman and then surrendered to the agony claiming him. 
 
    Kyran’s mind shocks have killed a kobold shaman. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    
     Battle Log (Battle for the North Core) 
 
     The battle has ended. 
 
       
 
     Combat Results 
 
     Creatures bonded: 0. 
 
     Hostiles killed: 43, 40 kobold fighters, 3 kobold shamans. 
 
     Party XP gained: 600,390 XP. 
 
       
 
     Level Gains 
 
     Kyran: 1 level (9 SP, 2 AP). New combat level: Level 12. 
 
     Adra: 1 level (3 SP, 1 AP). New combat level: Level 14. 
 
     Gaesin: 1 level (3 SP, 1 AP). New combat level: Level 11. 
 
       
 
     Party Status 
 
     Kyran Seversan:  
 
     HP:[image: ][image: ] 
 
     S:[image: ][image: ] 
 
     W:[image: ][image: ] 
 
     E:[image: ][image: ] 
 
       
 
     Adra Maeko:  
 
     HP:[image: ] 
 
     S:[image: ][image: ] 
 
     E:[image: ][image: ] 
 
       
 
     Gaesin Illineiros:  
 
     HP:[image: ] 
 
     S:[image: ][image: ] 
 
     E:[image: ][image: ] 
 
       
 
     Empress Scorpion:  
 
     HP:[image: ][image: ] 
 
   
 
    The party stood amidst the destruction, exhausted—essence, will and stamina depleted—and surveyed the scene of slaughter. Forty-three kobolds lay dead and scattered around the camp. Of the scorpions, only the empress remained, alive but close to death. Kyran marvelled at their survival. The battle had been chaotic and crazy. He had no idea that there were that many kobolds. They had been lucky to survive. If not for the scorpions…  
 
    Motion drew his eye. He spun about, poised and ready. Following his lead, his companions dropped into combat stances and looked around warily. Nothing. He checked his player’s map—something he realised he should have done sooner. The camp was not empty. Blinking steadily on his map was a grey icon, centred on the wooden cage. 
 
    The three spread out and padded silently towards it. The cage was a large enclosure of roughly cut wooden logs, strapped and held together by leather sinew. For all of its primitive construction, it was sturdy and well-made. Kyran wondered where the kobolds had obtained the wood from. Inside was a large midnight-green bear. It filled the whole cage with its bulk and had no space to turn or move. In place of fur, its coat was lustrous black stone, veined with green streaks. Its eyes were a startling emerald-green and penetrated to Kyran’s very core. Each of its massive paws, the size of Kyran’s forearms, ended in gleaming claws. Its jaws, no less menacing, were filled with rows of black teeth. But for all its size and appearance, the bear posed little threat.  
 
    It was close to death. Lying slumped in the cage, it expelled its breath noisily with each heaving gasp and gazed mournfully at Kyran. Curious and no longer wary, he inspected the bear. 
 
    
     Creature: Jade Great Bear (cub) 
 
     Type: Elder Beast 
 
     Rarity: Mythic 
 
     Level: 10 
 
     Health: 15/200 
 
     Attack: 15-20 (blunt, slashing) 
 
     Defences (Physical/ Psi/ Spell): 15 / 25 / 17 
 
       
 
     Special Effects: 
 
     Earth immunity: +100% resistance to earth damage. 
 
     Poison resistance: +80% resistance to poison. 
 
     Jade Skin: +50% resistance to physical damage. 
 
     Terrifying roar: A sonic attack that terrifies hostile creatures. 
 
     Rending bite: Physical attack that inflicts wounds and bleeding damage. 
 
     Mauling attack: Physical attack that inflicts wounds and crushing damage. 
 
     Stone dive: An ability that allows the bear to move within the earth. 
 
     Earth sight: Detects the life force of all creatures around it (works through earth). 
 
     Healing wave: Healing area-of-effect ability. 
 
       
 
     Description: 
 
     Jade Great Bears are one of Myelad’s rare elder beasts that, over the long centuries, have evolved true sentience. Like their above ground cousins, they are a true telepathic race and live in close-knit clans led by the clan matriarch. They are considered by many to be guardians of the deep earth and have developed many unique attributes attuned to their habitat.  
 
       
 
     Beast Bonding Probability: 
 
     0, Elder beasts cannot be beast-bonded. 
 
   
 
    This was a cub, thought Kyran incredulously, wondering how large an adult would be. Considering its low level, the jade bear’s attributes were impressive. Kyran wondered why the kobolds had captured the cub. What were they going to do with it? The bear’s lack of aggression puzzled him further. Even though the party stood in full view, it had not turned hostile. Instead it stared at Kyran with dead, expressionless eyes, focusing exclusively on him. 
 
    Disturbed by the cub’s wretched state, Kyran glanced away to his companions, both of whom were staring at the bear in wonder, exhaustion forgotten. “It’s huge,” said Gaesin breathlessly, stating the obvious.  
 
    “Should we kill it?” Kyran asked flippantly. His companions looked at him, horrified and burst out, “No!”  
 
    Hurriedly, Gaesin explained. “Great Bears are revered guardians and protectors of Myelad. They are elder beasts, rarely ever seen, one of the few remaining original inhabitants of this world. They are considerably more intelligent than their younger cousins and benevolent, unless provoked. In which case they are fearsome foes. It’s rumoured that a clan of them are allied to the elven king, Valindriul, in Auriel’s forest kingdom. I have never heard of a jade great bear though; perhaps they are only found here in the deep earth.” 
 
    Adra, who had been strangely distant since the battle, added, “It would be a grave crime.” 
 
    Kyran nodded thoughtfully. He had not truly considered slaying the bear but wanted his companions’ unvarnished opinions. He was glad that they were losing their awe of him and speaking more freely. 
 
    “Let’s heal it, I still have some essence remaining.”  
 
    “Is that wise?” asked Gaesin, eyeing the bear in trepidation. 
 
    Kyran rolled his eyes and said with exasperation, “Well, what else can we do? If we abandon the cub as it is, it will die. So we only have two choices really—kill the bear or aid it. And, why are you fearful now, you did say great bears are benevolent, right?” 
 
    Gaesin backtracked. “As far as I know they are—but that might not be worth much, since my knowledge is gleamed from rumour only. The rumours may be false.” He paused. Then added pensively, “What if it thinks we are responsible? I don’t think that cage will hold it if it’s fully healed.” 
 
    Kyran listened to all of this patiently. “Perhaps what you say is true. But, we are not going to kill this creature out of fear—not when it has shown no sign of aggression towards us.” He continued decisively, “We heal it.” 
 
    Gaesin lowered his head at the mild rebuke and fell silent, not willing to contradict Kyran now that he had made his decision. Adra said nothing, her face studiedly neutral. 
 
    Shrugging, Kyran circled the cage. Not having lost all sense of caution, he searched for a safe spot to lay his hands upon the bear, preferably somewhere where it could not rend him with claw or tooth. Then he learnt Restore Health (Others). He could have asked Gaesin to heal the bear but the youth was nervous enough of the cub already and he needed to learn the ability at some point anyway. The party could not rely solely on Gaesin for healing. 
 
    
     Base skill in supportive magic has increased to 12. Healing: 30.6. 
 
     New ability learnt! 
 
     Ability: Restore Health (Others) 
 
     Skill: Supportive magic. 
 
     Description: Restores another’s lost health. 
 
     Rank: Novice. 
 
     Cost: 40 Essence. 
 
     Execution time: 5 seconds. 
 
     Range: Caster’s touch. 
 
     Healing: Restores health of 1 HP x skill to another. 
 
   
 
    He cautiously placed his hands to the bear’s back and sent his essence flowing into the bear, mending cuts, staunching its bleeding and soothing injuries. 
 
    Kyran has cast restore health (others) 7 times and has healed a jade great bear 200 HP. Remaining: 200/200 HP. 
 
    Fully restored, the bear climbed to its feet, still exhausted but no longer on the brink of death. Yet despite its healing, the cub’s demeanour was unchanged. It continued to stare bleakly at Kyran and made no attempt to break free. Returning its look, Kyran thought, Perhaps… 
 
    He released his will, directing it towards the jade bear in gentle query… and ran up against a cloud of concentrated hate, a miasma of darkness. He recoiled violently, stumbling backwards. His companions hurried forward to support his flailing limbs. “Kyran, what’s wrong? What’s happened?” 
 
    Kyran shook his head to clear it. His limbs were weak and trembling and if not for his companions’ steadying hands, he would have collapsed. What was that roiling madness? He had never encountered anything so… so evil before. Steeling himself, he lifted his gaze back to the jade bear. Its face bore the same sorrowful cast. How could such an innocent gaze conceal such darkness? 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said, “but whatever it is, that bear is evil.” He repressed a shudder and described what he had seen to his companions. The pair exchanged doubtful glances as Kyran stumbled away. He wanted nothing more to do with the seething horror he sensed in the bear.  
 
    Adra licked her paws, then called out to Kyran’s retreating form, “No, Kyran, you must be wrong. Great Bears are not evil. You either mistook what you saw or—” 
 
    Kyran spun round, setting his head spinning once again. “I am not wrong. I know what I felt—” 
 
    He cut himself off. A metallic glint caught his gaze. Something was wrapped around the bear’s neck. He moved closer to inspect it. Not knowing his intent, his companions half-moved to block his path, caught in a dilemma between protecting the bear from his wrath and disobeying their lord.  
 
    If he was not so absorbed by what had attracted his attention, Kyran would have been amused and heartened no small measure by his companions’ display of independence. As it was, he brushed past Gaesin with an absent pat to his shoulder that only added to the youth’s confusion. 
 
    With his companions looking on warily, he knelt before the cage, studying the bear intently. There. He saw it again. A quicksilver slither of metal burrowing itself deep within the bear’s coat, hiding from his gaze. He waited. When he caught his next glimpse of it, he was ready. He cast insight, targeting the momentarily revealed metal.  
 
    
     Found: Collar of Domination. 
 
     Type: Item. 
 
     Weight: 0.1 kg. 
 
     Rank: Adept. 
 
     Special properties: Subjugates the wearer to the enslaver’s will. 
 
     Condition: Excellent. 
 
     Description: The collar of domination is an enchanted item that, powered by the wearer’s own health, forces its victim to obey the commands of the leash bearer. 
 
   
 
    He fell back, repulsed. The metal weaving itself around the bear’s neck was a collar of domination. A filthy artifice, part enchantment, part construct that fed off its victim’s life force to bind him to the collar’s master. The evil he sensed emanated not from the bear but from the almost-living collar buried around its neck.  
 
    He gazed into the bear’s eyes, projecting his apology for wronging it earlier. “Open the cage,” he said abruptly. Silence greeted his pronouncement. Then Adra stepped forward and sawed open the bindings holding the cage shut. For a long deliberate moment, she held his gaze. Then asked, “do you think this wise?” 
 
    Kyran brushed her concern aside and crawled cautiously into the cage. He no longer believed the bear was dangerous but was wary of upsetting him nonetheless. He was terribly exposed if the bear sought to do him harm. A calculated risk. He inched his way to the bear’s side unhampered, the cub not responding to either the open cage or Kyran’s presence in it. 
 
    Kyran stood up and slowly reached his hand out to the bear’s jade fur. Unable to remain silent any longer, Gaesin said, “Kyran, are you—” 
 
    Kyran held up his left hand for silence and with his right, continued reaching out to the bear. As his hands met the jade coat, the bear stirred then stilled. Kyran did not pause, pushing his hands deeper. Despite its stone-like texture and unnatural colour, the jade bear’s coat was soft and supple. Kyran dug his hands deeper until they encountered a hard, writhing rope-like tendril that spasmed to escape his grasp. 
 
    He pried and the bear groaned. He pulled again, exposing an entire length of the slithering collar. Seeing it, Gaesin’s and Adra’s eyes widened in shock. “What is that?” whispered Adra. 
 
    “A collar of domination,” said Kyran. “Someone has enslaved this young cub’s mind.”  
 
    Adra bared her fangs in outrage and Gaesin looked similarly furious. He demanded, “Who would commit such an atrocity, and to a great bear as well?” 
 
    Kyran glanced at the half-elf, his youth never more apparent than now as he displayed his naivety at the ends to which men would go to achieve their goals. “It is repugnant,” agreed Kyran, not expounding further. 
 
    He examined the collar; it was a single continuous loop with no joins or clasps. The metal was unidentifiable but appeared to be of some softer alloy. He drew his knife, and pulling the collar clear of the bear, tried to saw through its length. 
 
    Kyran’s knife has dealt 0 damage to a collar of domination (immune). 
 
    The knife failed to even scratch the collar’s surface. He frowned unhappily and looked at the bear. It had stoically bore his efforts thus far. He hoped that whatever the collar had done to the cub, that it had not destroyed its mind. He whispered, “I’m sorry, fellow, but this next bit is going to hurt.” 
 
    He called forth his essence and activated flaming hands. If he could not cut off the collar, he would try burning it free. Taking a firm grip and steadying himself, he poured flames into the unnatural collar. As the heat built, the collar began to take on a reddish hue and its writhing grew frantic.  
 
    
     Kyran’s flaming hands have hit a collar of domination for 15 fire damage. 
 
     Kyran’s flaming hands have hit a jade great bear (cub) for 15 fire damage. 
 
   
 
    The cub gave an involuntary yelp of pain, the now-molten collar burning cruelly into him. Otherwise he held himself unnaturally still, almost in understanding of what Kyran attempted. “Just a while longer, boy,” encouraged Kyran. Turning to Gaesin, he shouted, “Heal the cub, while I burn this thing off!” 
 
    He narrowed his focus and intensified the flames pouring into the collar. Damage messages from the game scrolled through his mind. It was working. Molten drops fell off the collar splattering both Kyran and the bear. Ignoring the bites of pain, he persevered. And then it was done. After a final twist the collar fell still and dropped lifeless to the floor, freeing the cub of its cruel clasp. 
 
    
     The collar of domination around a jade great bear (cub) has been destroyed, freeing it from enslavement. 
 
     Your actions have earned you positive karma. 
 
   
 
    Kyran collapsed to his knees, hands still dug into the cub’s fur, spent from his efforts in the battle and with freeing the cub. A huffing warmth and rasping tongue roused him. It was the cub. Hovering in the background were Gaesin and Adra, probably wondering if he was about to be eaten, he thought in weary amusement.  
 
    A questioning tickle brushed the edges of his mind. He canted his head and stared curiously at the cub, who bobbed his head gently as if to say, “Yes, it’s me.” He parted the psi shields fortifying his mind and a welter of emotions flooded in. Paramount was gratitude, at Kyran and his companions for freeing him but underlying it was a deep abiding grief and rage. Images flickered by, accompanying the emotions.  
 
    Sorrow. For three cubs—brothers, Kyran realised—caged and collared, brought here for some unknowable purpose.  
 
    Rage. Spurred by the death of one driven mad by the collar, breaking free of his cage but, kept enthralled by his collar, ruthlessly put down by the kobolds.  
 
    Grief. At the death of another wasting away, overcome by sadness. 
 
    Urgency. At the need to escape yet more kobolds, an army of them on the move to this very cavern. 
 
    Fear. Of the fate awaiting yet more jade bears, an entire clan, captured and collared. 
 
    Need. Of help to destroy the kobold convoy bearing them off to a life of slavery. 
 
    And at the end of it a suppressed cry, a half-voiced plea for aid and shame at the need for it. 
 
    Kyran’s eyes glistened and tears ran freely down his cheeks as he lived through the cub’s woes, his brothers dead and slaughtered, his family captured and enslaved and the cub, stranded alone and bereft. Aiken. His name was Aiken, Kyran realised. Somehow in the deluge of images the cub had conveyed the sense of his name. He pulled himself to his feet and patted the cub in an ineffectual attempt at consolation. “Come, fellow, let’s get out of this cage first.” 
 
    He led the bear out and surveyed the cavern. There was no sense of time in the jade bear’s sendings. He did not know when the kobold army would arrive. He suspected soon. He had no idea why they wanted to occupy this cavern but it was evident that they did and once they did, the path north to Wyvern Peak would be cut off. He glanced at the northern exit of the cavern. Freedom lay that way. It was go now or risk being trapped in the labyrinth. And possibly for a long time.  
 
    Another series of images trickled to him from the cub. Still connected to his mind, the cub sensed his thoughts and urged him to flee, to fly to his freedom while the opportunity still existed, to not look back. 
 
    Kyran glanced at the cub and then to the tunnels leading west. The direction of the cub’s home. The direction, in which, even now, his family was being taken to slave pens, to live out their lives in captivity. He shifted his gaze north again, his thoughts turning to the undead, their hopes and his own to see the sky and sun again. 
 
    Freedom was in his grasp. 
 
    And he could not take it. He could not harden his heart against the bears’ plight. 
 
    Turning to Adra and Gaesin, he said, “We have to hurry. Scavenge what you can. There is a kobold army on the way.” At the torrent of questions this released he held up his hands. “We don’t have much time. I will explain later. For now, we gather what we can, then head west.” He looked back to the bear. “To rescue Aiken’s clan.” 
 
    
     New quest! 
 
     Quest 7: Plight of the Bears. 
 
     Objective: The Jade Great Bear clan, protectors of the deep earth and one of Myelad’s oldest creatures, have been subjugated by a mysterious evil. Rescue the Jade Great Bear clan from their captivity. 
 
     Rank: Rare. 
 
     Reward: Unique. 
 
   
 
    Waves of gratitude rolled from the bear, masking the questions of the others.  
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Despite Kyran’s assertion about the urgency of the situation, his two companions stared uncomprehendingly at him. Eventually Gaesin hazarded a query, “Aiken?” 
 
    “Him,” said Kyran, chuckling in amusement at their consternation.  
 
    “How—what—” sputtered Adra, then fell into silence, not knowing quite what to ask.  
 
    Taking pity on them, Kyran answered their unasked questions, “It seems jade bears are natural telepaths. Since freed from the collar, Aiken here has been telling me his tale.” 
 
    “He can talk?” asked Gaesin, arching one eyebrow in disbelief. 
 
    Kyran shook his head. “Not really, he can project his emotions and use them to communicate.” 
 
    “So he won’t attack us?” persisted Gaesin.  
 
    “I said so already!” said Kyran, losing patience.  
 
    Kyran turned and studied Aiken, who, freed of his cage, stretched to his full height. The cub was a bit taller than him. Unafraid and with the memory still of the gentle tone of the bear’s mind, he stepped forward and lightly ran his hands down Aiken’s haunches. The cub’s coat, while having the texture and feel of solid stone, was soft and pliant and he could feel the ripple of muscles beneath. Aiken bent his head, and nuzzled Kyran softly. He staggered back. Aiken, looking abashed, projected an apology. Kyran laughed. “No apology necessary, it was only a little bump.” 
 
    Nonetheless Aiken moved up to Kyran and inspected him closely, making sure he remained uninjured. Satisfied, he lifted his head and, looking at Gaesin and Adra, sent a query to Kyran.  
 
    “Uhm, why is he looking at us like that?” asked Gaesin nervously.  
 
    Kyran laughed again. “He wants to know who you two are.”  
 
    “They’re my pack, cub,” Kyran replied, framing his response in a manner the bear could understand.  
 
    Bobbing his head, the bear lumbered over, delicately sniffing the two. Adra bravely bore the cub’s examination, while Gaesin… Gaesin looked ready to bolt. 
 
    Done, the cub wandered off to inspect the camp. Kyran shifted his gaze from the solitary figure to Gaesin and Adra. “Right, we can’t stay here much longer. Search the bodies and tents. Gather anything that might be useful. We will take what we can and then find a safe spot to camp for the night. A decent night’s rest will do us all some good.” The two nodded and moved off to search the camp.  
 
    Kyran walked to where the empress scorpion wandered in aimless circles around the gate. He bowed gravely to her and murmured farewell. “Thank you for your aid, we could not have done it without you. We must go now but I am afraid you are too dangerous to let live. I’m sorry.” He guided her over to a venom pool and set it afire. 
 
    
     Kyran’s fire dart has ignited a Venom Pool, transforming it into a burning pool. 
 
     You have taken hostile action against your tamed beast, breaking the bond. A level 22 empress scorpion is now hostile. 
 
     An empress scorpion has taken 30 fire damage. Remaining: 0/250 HP. An empress scorpion has been killed.  
 
   
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Kyran looked about, deciding where to start his own search. Just then Aiken emitted a soft growl and a red haze filled Kyran’s vision. It took him a moment to realise that this was coming from across the still-active link between the cub and him. The bear’s emotions had spiked into a maelstrom of rage. He looked around but couldn’t sense the approach of any hostiles.  
 
    “Easy, cub,” he thought. “What is it?” he asked, hurrying over to Aiken.  
 
    Aiken circled the red tent, with a savage snarl curling his lips. At Kyran’s mental query, he damped his rage to a simmer and sent images of his dead brothers to Kyran. Reaching the tent, Kyran slit it and held it open for Aiken, following thereafter. Aiken headed straight to a large wooden chest, and bared his teeth, exposing sharp canines. Kyran hurried to open it. 
 
    
     Found: 2 x Jade Bear skins. 
 
     Type: Crafting ingredient. 
 
     Weight: 1 kg. 
 
     Rank: Mythic. 
 
     Special properties: +75% resistance to earth damage, +60% resistance to poison damage and +35% resistance to physical damage to armour crafted from this material. 
 
     Description: Jade Bear skins are amongst the rarest of crafting resources. Harvestable only from the great jade bears, these unique skins have the density and hardness of stone while retaining the lightness of leather.  
 
   
 
    Seeing its contents, Aiken’s thoughts rapidly changed again—to sadness. Gone was the rage. Looking down into the chest, Kyran immediately understood. “I am sorry, cub, for your suffering, we will bury their remains with honour.” 
 
    Aiken looked from the chest to Kyran. Surprisingly, he sensed disagreement from the bear. Aiken projected instead an image of an elven warrior draped in jade armour—Kyran. Uncertain, Kyran asked, “Are you sure that is what you want, fellow? Will that honour them better?” Sensing Aiken’s conviction, he bent down and picked up the jade skins of the slain bears. Gently folding them, he bowed to Aiken, and carried them to the pile at the centre of the camp. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    The predawn mists blanketed Bein Tor, giving it a tranquil and peaceful demeanour. Today Elasien had little chance to enjoy the city’s serenity. Her mind was awhirl with worries as she hurried down the manicured and paved streets of the palace quarter on the way back to her own cramped tower in the Scholars District. 
 
    It had been five days since she received Yddreinth’s message. Five days during which she had delicately probed the rumour mill and her own covert contacts amongst the gods’ minions for Iyra’s and Xetil’s plans. Only to turn up empty. Yesterday she had been forced to more direct means.  
 
    Of Xetil’s plans she had still learnt nothing, other than the name of the champion sent, Lesh. He was unknown to her, not one of the many champions on which the brotherhood kept a dossier. Thankfully, Xetil had not seen fit to send Yiralla. That would have been a disaster. And today she had finally succeeded in uncovering the plans of Iyra’s venture into Crota. But in the process, she had tipped off Iyra’s hounds. Now a host of brotherhood agents, handlers, and cut-outs were dead and Elasien herself was on the run. She dearly mourned their loss. Every death was an incalculable blow to their cause, that now especially, they could ill afford. However, the agents’ sacrifices were not in vain; the information retrieved was vital.  
 
    And with Iyra’s dogs on her trail, it was only a matter of time before her own identity was uncovered. It was time to abandon the city and her guise here but first she had one last message to send. And then Deegan, Mirien and Falsin were on their own, at least until she threw off Iyra’s agents and activated one of her backup identities.  
 
    Where to go? North, she decided, to Zarayla’s domain. She would need to be closer to the action. Provided she survived the next few days of course. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 11                  
 
    11 Augi 2603 AB 
 
      
 
    The Game has been part of Myelad’s history for so long that many forget there was a time before it. But such a time did exist, and Myelad before the Game, was different. In ancient times, Myelad was a world high in natural essence. It was diffuse and everywhere. Indeed, it is my contention, that it was this that gave birth to Elder Beasts.  
 
    Elder beasts are a higher form of common animals, ancient beasts which over centuries evolved intelligence. Universally, they are stronger, tougher and smarter than their mundane cousins. But there is one other characteristic that elder beasts share that is often overlooked, and that is their affinity for magic.  
 
    All elder beasts are strongly magical, possessing unique abilities adapted to their environments and nature. I put forward, that both their magical abilities and intelligence spring from the same source, the world’s natural essence. Over the slow course of centuries, its high concentration in the world around them mutated them into something other. 
 
    I further speculate that their slow decline is linked to the disappearance of natural essence from the world and makes their eventual extinction, all but certain. – from the writings of naturalist Johlya Seerixa. 
 
      
 
    Thirty minutes later the party gathered at the centre of the kobold camp, staring at the two mounds before them. The first was a heap of items that they had gathered but decided to leave. The second smaller pile was the stuff they would take.  
 
    
     Acquired: Jade Bear skins x 2 (2 kg). 
 
     Acquired: Spear shafts x 20 (8 kg). 
 
     Acquired: Large tent x 1 (5 kg). 
 
     Acquired: Kobold basic travel rations x 40 (8 kg).  
 
     Acquired: Large leather bag (0.4 kg). 
 
     Acquired: 1 gold, 30 coppers. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Acquired: 5 vials x scorpion venom. 
 
     Type: Poison. Weight: 0 kg. Rank: Uncommon. Special properties: Adds poison damage to weapons. Requirements: Poison skill. Description: Deadly venom extracted from a giant scorpion. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Acquired: 5 x chitin leathers. 
 
     Type: Crafting ingredient. Weight: 5 kg. Rank: Common. Special properties: +100% durability to armour crafted from this material. Description: Chitin is an extremely durable substance created from the carapace of insectoid creatures. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Acquired: 3 x Minor healing salves. 
 
     Type: Item. 
 
     Weight: 0.3 kg. 
 
     Rank: Basic. 
 
     Special properties: Heals the body of minor and moderate wounds.  
 
     Buff: Heals wounds over time (length of time dependent on the severity of the wound). 
 
     Description: Healing salves are an essential part of any adventurer’s kit. This healing salve, when applied to the affected areas, invigorates the body, greatly accelerating its natural healing processes. Beware however that this is done using the body’s own energy, and depending on the severity of the wounds, applying the salve can leave its subject incapacitated for extended periods of time. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Acquired: 2 x Inferno staffs. 
 
     Type: Inscribed Weapon (Staffs). 
 
     Weight: 1.5 kg. 
 
     Rank: Uncommon. 
 
     Special properties: Can cast the fireball spell, but at double the normal casting time.  
 
     Requirements: Effective fire magic skill and wands & staff skill of 20. 
 
     Inscription strength: Determined by the caster. 
 
     Charges: N/A. 
 
     Weapon Damage: 5-8 (Crushing) when used as a melee weapon. 
 
     Condition: Good. 
 
     Description: The inferno staff is attuned to fire magic and inscribed within its wood is the spell design for the ubiquitous fireball spell, the staple of fire mages everywhere. This staff reduces the essence cost of fire spells by 1.2% x wands & staffs skill level.  
 
   
 
    The most interesting items were the inferno staffs and the healing salves. The salves would heal their wounds, something which their own novice spells could not do yet. The staffs, while interesting, were of no immediate use. Gaesin didn’t have fire magic and Kyran had not invested in wands & staffs, nor was he prepared to do so for just one item. 
 
    Without further ado, the party packed up the loot, and set off. Two hours later, Adra found a defensible cavern where they could camp for the night. It was a little way off the main passage, the side tunnel which they had traversed to reach it ending in a cul-de-sac. 
 
    Wearily, the three assembled the camp. As they settled down for supper, Kyran looked at Aiken, wondering what jade great bears ate. And looking again at his size, wondered how much. He formed an image of their supplies and projected it to Aiken with a query, “food?” Aiken scrutinised the image, and honed in onto the one of the rock beetle meat. 
 
    Happy to finally rid himself of the beetle meat, Kyran offloaded it from his inventory and heaped it in front of Aiken, who hungrily dug in.  
 
    The rest of the party sat down and dined to a more refined meal from Adra’s supplies. As they ate, Kyran shared the cub’s tale with the others and then said, “Escape will be much more difficult now, especially with the kobolds alerted to our presence. I’m sorry that we had to abandon our plans but feeling the evil of that collar, I could not stomach leaving the bears to that fate.”  
 
    A heavy silence descended, each lost in their own thoughts of what this detour meant. Surprisingly it was broken by Gaesin. Gaesin, who normally deferred to the older and wiser Adra. “You chose correctly, milord. What has been done to the bears is an abomination and it is only right that we stop it.” He performed an awkward seated bow. “I am proud to aid you in this quest, Kyran.” 
 
    Gravely, Kyran acknowledged the youth’s gesture. He replied solemnly. “Thank you, Gaesin.” 
 
    Aiken lifted his bloodied nose from the beetle remains and huffed once in agreement, causing them to chuckle, breaking the awkwardness of the moment.  
 
    “Poor fellow,” murmured Adra. Following her gaze, Gaesin nodded, empathy filling his eyes. Aiken, picking up on their thoughts, huffed in sad acknowledgement. 
 
    “Thank you for your assistance, there at the battle’s end, Adra,” said Kyran. “If not for you, I would be dead.” 
 
    Adra shifted, uncomfortably, not meeting his eyes. “It was but my duty, lord.” 
 
    He chuckled softly. “Now, now. None of that. Remember, its ‘Kyran’.” Holding her gaze, he added more seriously, “I am grateful, Adra. Truly.” 
 
    Not wanting to discomfort Adra further—she seemed uncomfortable with praise—he turned the discussion to the battle itself. “The battle went well,” he said. “And we owe its success to the scorpions.” He continued, “Since my arrival in Myelad, I have depended heavily on beast bonding for survival. For all the versatility and power of my magic, without beast bonding, I would not have gotten this far.” Waving his hand at the roof of the cavern, he said, “I guess it is a popular skill in the world above?” 
 
    Adra and Gaesin looked at each other. Adra answered slowly, “I won’t deny that we have seen the power of beast bonding today, but tamers are not popular in Myelad. They are few and far between.”  
 
    Gaesin nodded in agreement, “Yes, it is only amongst Auriel’s followers that they are more common. Even amongst the elves, magic or the way of the bow is the preferred means of combat.” 
 
    “But why?” asked Kyran, confused. “It is clearly powerful,” he said, thinking back on the creatures he had bonded thus far.  
 
    Adra answered, “Perhaps it is, but only here in Crotana where there is an abundance of beasts. In the rest of Myelad, even in the jungles of my home in the deep south, elder beasts such as Aiken or even the giant scorpions are unheard of. Without beasts to tame, what use is a tamer?” 
 
    “A tamer? You both have used that term as a title. What do you mean?” asked Kyran.  
 
    Gaesin responded, “It is one of the least popular classes. It is the class of those who bond and befriend beasts.” 
 
    Classes, mused Kyran. He recalled mention of it in the handbook. He assumed it meant the same thing in Myelad that it did in Earth games. “What do you know of classes?” 
 
    Adra shook her head, indicating her ignorance. He looked at Gaesin, who said, “I know a little. Every major city in the world contains schools for training candidates towards particular classes, the best of which are put forward for selection as vassals by the champions. The most popular schools are those that produce paladins, clerics, rangers, assassins, warriors and mages. I attended such a school—the Iltenial mage academy.” Gaesin shrugged ruefully, “Unfortunately, while I was considered moderately talented, I was not a diligent student. I skipped many of the lessons on the nature of classes—so I can tell you little else. Perhaps the champion’s handbook will be more informative.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” said Kyran, making a mental note to check on it later. He finished his supper and looked at Aiken. He was done too. “Ate enough, cub?” he asked. Aiken sleepily responded with feelings of fullness, contentment and a bone-deep weariness. “Rest, Aiken, we will watch over you tonight.”  
 
    Turning to the others, he said, “It’s time we turned in as well. We should not depend on the early warning system too much, let’s maintain a guard. Adra, will you take the first watch? Then myself, then Gaesin.” Adra and Gaesin both nodded in reply. 
 
    Standing up, Kyran said, “Good night then.” He was slipping into his sleeping pallet when Adra stopped him. “Pardon, Kyran, but…”  
 
    “Yes?” he queried, turning around.  
 
    “Gaesin and I increased in levels tonight, we would appreciate if you could assign our points.” When Kyran continued to stare at her in confusion, she clarified, “It is custom in Myelad for a lord to allocate his vassal’s points.” 
 
    Appalled, all he managed by way of reply was, “Really?”  
 
    The pair nodded in response. Gaesin added, “It’s bound up with the oath of fealty.”  
 
    Still repelled at the notion, Kyran asked, “Does this apply to champions as well? I mean, do they allocate their own points or must their god do so?”  
 
    Gaesin pondered this. “I don’t know but I would assume their pledge of loyalty operates in the same manner as the oath of fealty.” 
 
    He was more grateful than ever that he was not bound to any god. He would not be able to stomach having so little control over his own self. With that in mind, he said, “It may be custom in Myelad but I will not dictate your skills. Those choices are your own to make, but if you wish, I can assist with advice and my own little store of knowledge.” Gaesin brightened and surprised flickered across Adra’s face. They gratefully took him up on his offer.  
 
    He re-joined the pair at the fire. “Right, where shall we start?” 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    An hour later, the companions finished their levelling. They had agreed that it was best for Gaesin to continue his specialisation in supportive magic, water magic and staffs. Likewise, Adra would focus primarily on her archery. They resolved as well to spend time studying the champion’s handbook, classes in particular. 
 
    The discussion with Adra and Gaesin reminded Kyran not to ignore his own levelling. He invested his remaining skill points into his prioritised skills and left the remaining two ability points unallocated.  
 
    
     You have used the ability, more skills, and converted 1 AP into 2 combat SP. Remaining combat SP =10 and AP=2. 
 
     Base skill in light armour has increased to 12. Physical defence: 14.9. 
 
     Base skill in telepathy has increased to 12. Psi damage: 24.5. 
 
     Base skill in fire magic has increased to 12. Fire damage: 30.6. 
 
     Base skill in psionics has increased to 12. Psicasting cost reduced by 4.9. 
 
     Base skill in spellcasting has increased to 12. Spellcasting cost reduced by 6.1. 
 
     Remaining: 2 Combat AP. 
 
   
 
    Before going to sleep, as tired as he was, he spent his remaining essence and will practicing his civilian skills. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Adra was confused. It was nearing the end of her watch, and she had spent most of it lost deep in thought. Kyran kept surprising her, defying her efforts to cast him as a villain. After all, he was an enemy of her goddess and had befriended the undead. He had to be evil. Yet at every turn, he refused to fit the mould. He treated Gaesin and her as companions, spurning all forms of deference, laughably insisting that they treat him as an equal. And he had not used the bond to compel them. Not once. She could feel the oath of fealty, sitting within her, coiled and ready to compel. And yet, he never had. And it was this, she realised in hindsight, that had moved her to save him at the battle’s end—despite her conflicted loyalties. 
 
    But it was the great bear’s rescue that finally convinced her. She still could not believe he had chosen to aid the bears over certain freedom. It was a stupidly virtuous choice. And one worthy of her respect. No, Kyran was not evil. Whatever he was, he was not that.  
 
    For now, she would withhold judgement. She would fulfil her duties as vassal, but she would watch and wait, before deciding where her true loyalties lay… 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    It had been six weeks. Six weeks of hard travel through Crotana’s Elder Forest. With Falsin’s team of experienced rangers to guide them, the brotherhood had managed to avoid any significant conflict with it’s denizens and had made good time, even with numerous detours to skirt confrontation. 
 
    Despite the evil reputation garnered by the forest in recent years, Mirien had found the journey soothing. It was not often that she travelled the wilds. Almost all her life was spent in the divine cities, on one mission or another. As a young elf, filled with fiery purpose, she had abandoned a tranquil life in the forests to fight tyranny and oppression.  
 
    In these last two weeks she had come to realise how much she missed the forests of her youth. A longing and emptiness within her that she had steadfastly ignored was finally filled. Within the forest, she felt calmer and more at ease than at any other time she could remember.  
 
    And the Elder Forest was special. As home to the oldest trees in Myelad, it had especial significance to the elves. But it was more than that to her. This forest was her ancestral home, one that her family had been forced to abandon at Crota’s fall. She was the first Tolyrandil to walk it in hundreds of years.  
 
    After all this time, a Tolyrandil had returned.  
 
    Almost, she imagined, the forest celebrated her coming. The sense of history and the crushing weight of responsibility she bore returned. Her ease vanished, reminded once more of her duty. 
 
    Beside her, Deegan cursed as he stubbed his toe on a concealed rock. Again. The forest did not agree with Deegan. Born and bred in a city, he thrived in its environs. Outside of one, he did not do so well. Mirien cast him a sidelong glance, gauging his temper. It did not do to notice his struggles. Deegan hated failure. He always had to stamp down his authority. 
 
    And that was exactly why he failed so miserably now. Instead of following the natural contours of the land, he attempted to carve a path through it. Advice didn’t help either. He took even worse to that. 
 
    Sensing Deegan’s frustration build, Mirien attempted to diffuse his anger and distract him with conversation. "How much farther do you think?” 
 
    With a taloned hand, Deegan slashed away a low-hanging branch irritably before answering. “Falsin thinks we will reach there in a week.” 
 
    “And then what? Will we enter? You have been playing your cards too close, master. It’s time you shared your plans.” 
 
    Deegan bared his teeth and his forked tongue hissed out in displeasure. Not that it fazed Mirien. She was used to his antics. Failing to intimidate her, he answered grudgingly, “We will scout the citadel’s surroundings for signs of the player.” 
 
    Mirien frowned. That could not be the sum total of Deegan’s plans. “And if we don’t find any? What then? After all it is hardly likely that the player can escape the clutches of Crota’s subterranean world on his own.” 
 
    “Then we go looking for him—in the labyrinth.” 
 
    Mirien stared disbelievingly. “You will take us into the citadel and risk the undead’s wrath?” 
 
    Deegan snorted, twin plumes of smoke rising from his draconian snout, warning of his ire. “I’m not that foolish,” he snapped. “No, if we find no sign of him outside, we will head to the dwarven city.” 
 
    “Durn Duruhl? Why?” 
 
    “Because there is another entrance to the labyrinth there. With the undead barring the one at Crota citadel from us, Durn Duruhl is our only option. We will enter the labyrinth at the city and make our way through its subterranean tunnels to the world portal’s vicinity—around which we are sure to find the player.” 
 
    Mirien frowned doubtfully. It was not much of a plan. There were too many variables, too many things that could go wrong, and above all would take too much time. And its odds of success were dismal—at best. But from the first, this mission had always been something of a goose chase.  
 
    Her pocket buzzed, interrupting her thoughts. She missed her step and almost fell over—much to Deegan’s amusement. In an almost impossible feat of acrobatics, she contorted mid-air and recovered, instantly halting her fall. Ignoring Deegan’s hissing laughter, she peered into her pocket.  
 
    It was the communication crystal. It buzzed again.  
 
    Mirien’s face clouded over with worry. The crystals were rare artefacts used by the brotherhood for relaying messages. Outside of the essence communication network controlled by the divines, they remained the only other means of long-distance communication.  
 
    The crystals were exceedingly difficult to come by, their usage outlawed by the gods. Even the materials used in their making was considered contraband. To be caught in possession of one was a death sentence and it was in only the direst of circumstances that the brotherhood authorised their use. This one had been given to them by Elasien. The fact that it was buzzing now could only portend trouble. 
 
    Sensing the change in her demeanour, Deegan quietened. “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s the crystal. Elasien is calling.” 
 
    Deegan blew out a long hissing breath, no doubt having surmised the same as Mirien. “Come,” he ordered. 
 
    They both peeled off from the brotherhood column and found a secluded spot within the forest brush. They crouched down, placing the communication crystal—still buzzing impatiently for attention—between them. Deegan activated the crystal with the command words while Mirien channelled a scrying barrier around them. The communication crystals were noisy. When in use they broadcasted loudly in the ether and if left unshielded, were liable to attract unwanted attention. 
 
    The crystal pulsed to life and strands of essence raced away from it into the ether, homing unerringly onto its paired partner. Partway, it met the essence emanating from Elasien’s crystal. The strands intertwined and the communication link snapped into place, forged by essence conjoined through the ether. A holographic image of Elasien formed above their crystal and wherever Elasien was a projection of Deegan and Mirien likewise appeared.  
 
    The magister was not her characteristic cool and self-possessed self. Her hair hung loosely, having escaped its normally intricate bindings and her clothes were ill-fitting and poorly matched. Her breath was expelled in short gasps as if she had recently been running. Taking in Elasien’s careworn and harried appearance, Mirien’s brows furrowed in concern, wondering what was going on.  
 
    Without ceremony, Elasien began speaking rapidly. “Deegan. Mirien. The crystal’s charge will not last long. And I have much to tell you. Don’t interrupt. Just listen please. 
 
    “You are not alone in Crotana, there are at least two other parties in play. Three weeks ago, Xetil sent the champion, Lesh, north from Wazrak. I have not managed to uncover the details of his mission, however it is safe to assume that he is after the free agent. 
 
    “The second party is from Iyra. It is a company of paladins led by a newly chosen champion, Sara. They set sail from Durham four weeks ago and should have made landfall in the dead cities by now. Their mission is to capture the player. 
 
    “It is imperative that the free agent does not fall into the hands of either god. I cannot stress this enough. I repeat. Do not let the player fall into their hands. It could spell disaster for all our plans. How you accomplish this, I leave to you. A lot of brotherhood blood has been spilt obtaining this information. Put it to good use please.”  
 
    Elasien’s strained demeanour eased momentarily. “I realise it is asking a lot of you, but I have faith—” 
 
    Her image dissipated and the communication link cut off abruptly as the enchanted lattices within the crystal ran dry. It would take weeks of consistent channelling to recharge the crystal. Weeks during which no further communication would be possible. 
 
    For long moments, Deegan and Mirien remained silent, each lost in their own thoughts. Mirien set aside the mystery of Elasien’s haggard appearance—the magister was more than capable of taking care of herself—and contemplated the latest complication to their mission. Elasien’s request was no easy task. Stopping a champion was well-nigh impossible, especially for a party as small as the one they had with them. And the magister wanted them to thwart not one, but two champions. 
 
    Never mind the consequence of such actions. The brotherhood had not been in open conflict with any of the gods in over a decade. Such was sure to bring down reprisals. The last witch-hunt had been ten years ago and still haunted those that had lived through them. But Elasien knew all this and her orders for them to act despite this, drove home the seriousness of their business here. 
 
    “So,” said Mirien. 
 
    “So,” echoed Deegan, chewing meditatively on a piece of bark while he thought through the problem. After a moment he said, “If Elasien’s intelligence is correct, Xetil’s champion is well ahead of us and either already at Crota or within the labyrinth. There is little we can do about him, at least not yet.” 
 
    “That leaves Iyra’s champion.” 
 
    “That leaves Iyra’s champion,” agreed Deegan. He brushed aside dry leaves and twigs, and with one sharpened claw drew lines in the dirt. “Assuming no mishaps, Iyra’s party should have made landfall in the dead cities two weeks ago. At this time of the year there is only one ford across the Sein River. Here at Shale Valley. If they made for the ford and then chartered a straight course from there to Crota that should put them some days north of our position. If we hurry, we can intercept them before they reach Crota.” 
 
    Mirien studied Deegan’s rough sketch and nodded in agreement with his assessment. “But what then? What can we hope to accomplish against a hundred paladins?” she asked sombrely. 
 
    Deegan bared his teeth. “Perhaps little. Perhaps nothing. But it shall not be for want of trying. It is time the gods’ lackeys felt the wrath of the brotherhood again.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Game Data 
 
      
 
    
     Kyran Profile (Condensed) 
 
     Name: Kyran Seversan 
 
     Race: Elf 
 
     Combat Level: 12 
 
     Civilian Level: 12 
 
     Health: 120/120 
 
     Stamina: 500/500 
 
     Will: 1020/1020 
 
     Essence: 1200/1200 
 
       
 
     Attacks 
 
     Physical: 21.3 (slash). 
 
     Mental: 24.5 (psi). 
 
     Spell: 30.6 (fire). 
 
       
 
     Defences 
 
     Physical Defence: 14.9 
 
     Psi Defence: 12 
 
     Spell Defence: 12 
 
       
 
     Combat Skills  
 
     Beast Bonding: 27 (11 base) 
 
     Body Control: 16.3 (8 base) 
 
     Light Armour: 14.4 (12 base) 
 
     Psionics: 24.5 (12 base) 
 
     Psi Armour: 0 
 
     Telekinesis: 14.3 (7 base) 
 
     Telepathy: 24.5 (12 base) 
 
     Will Regen.: 0 
 
     Air Magic: 17.9 (7 base) 
 
     Earth Magic: 17.9 (7 base) 
 
     Essence Regen.: 0 
 
     Fire Magic: 30.6 (12 base) 
 
     Supportive Magic: 30.6 (12 base) 
 
     Wands & Staffs: 0 
 
     Mystical garments: 0 
 
     Spellcasting: 30.6 (12 base) 
 
     Water Magic: 17.9 (7 base) 
 
     Longbow (Racial): 0 
 
     Longsword (Racial): 6.4 (8 base) 
 
       
 
     Civilian Skills 
 
     Commander: 8.6 (12 base) 
 
     Feudal Lord: 0 
 
     Governor: 0 
 
     Mage Lord: 28.8 (12 base) 
 
     Scrying: 8.6 (12 base) 
 
     Travelling: 8.6 (12 base) 
 
     Nature Lore (Racial): 14.4 (12 base) 
 
       
 
     Vassals & Minions 
 
     Maximum allowed: 8 (12 base) 
 
     Current: 2. 
 
       
 
     Combat Abilities (2 AP available) 
 
     Novice: 
 
     Beast Bond, Extend Bond, Confusion, Boost Speed, Hold. 
 
     Truesight, Fire Dart, Slippery Ice, Grasping Roots, Fire Shield, Ice Wall, Earth Tremor, Poison Ward, Restore Health (Others). 
 
     Base: 
 
     Calm Beast, Mind Over Matter, Teleport (Self), Mind Shock. 
 
     Blend, Barkskin, Flaming Hands, Restore Health (Self), Water Armour. 
 
       
 
     Civilian Abilities (1 AP available) 
 
     Novice: 
 
     Travel (Self), Basic Scrying, Gather Plants. 
 
     Base: 
 
     Inspiring, Channel Essence, Show Hostiles, Show Portals, Show Plants (map), Shared Sight, Channel Novice Spells. 
 
       
 
     Equipped Items 
 
     Full set of Chitin armour (20 base armour). 
 
     Novice’s Training sword (15-20 base slash damage). 
 
     Bone shaman necklace (+2% earth magic). 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Gaesin Profile (Condensed) 
 
     Name: Gaesin Illineiros 
 
     Class: none.  
 
     Race: Half-Elf 
 
     Combat Level: 11 
 
     Civilian Level: 2 
 
     Health: 99/99 
 
     Stamina: 450/450 
 
     Will: 520/520 
 
     Essence: 800/800 
 
       
 
     Attacks 
 
     Spell: 15.8 (earth) 
 
       
 
     Defences 
 
     Physical Defence: 11 
 
     Psi Defence: 11 
 
     Spell Defence: 11 
 
       
 
     Combat Skills 
 
     Essence Regen.: 0 
 
     Supportive Magic: 19.3 (11 base) 
 
     Wands & Staffs: 15.8 (9 base) 
 
     Mystical garments: 0 
 
     Spellcasting: 19.3 (11 base) 
 
     Water Magic: 17.5 (10 base) 
 
       
 
     Combat Abilities  
 
     Novice: 
 
     Restore Health (Others), Healing Aura, Restore Mind, Detect Magic, Slippery Ice, Ice Wall, Freezing Hands. 
 
     Base: 
 
     Ranged magical attack, Water Armour, Restore Health (Self). 
 
       
 
     Civilian Skills 
 
     Scribe: 1 (1 base) 
 
     Lore: 1 (1 base) 
 
       
 
     Civilian Abilities 
 
     Novice: 
 
     Scribe novice spells, Mimic novice ability. 
 
     Base: 
 
     Observe. 
 
       
 
     Equipped Items 
 
     Novices’ robes (5 spell armour). 
 
     Cat’s eye ring (night vision). 
 
     Shaman’s earth staff (1 base earth damage). 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Adra Profile (Condensed) 
 
     Name: Adra Maeko  
 
     Class: none.  
 
     Race: Wolven 
 
     Combat Level: 14 
 
     Civilian Level: 14 
 
     Health: 196/196 
 
     Stamina: 700/700 
 
     Will: 500/500 
 
     Essence: 500/500 
 
       
 
     Attacks 
 
     Physical: 24.2 (piercing) 
 
       
 
     Defences 
 
     Physical Defence: 15.7 
 
     Psi Defence: 14 
 
     Spell Defence: 14 
 
       
 
     Combat Skills 
 
     Bows: 21 (14 base) 
 
     Light Armour: 16.5 (11 base) 
 
     Stealth: 23.1 (14 base) 
 
     Archery: 21 (14base) 
 
     One-handed weapons (short): 11 (7 base) 
 
       
 
     Combat Abilities 
 
     Novice: 
 
     Focused shot, Throw weapon, Ensnaring arrows, Stunning arrow, Flaming arrow. 
 
     Base: 
 
     Snipe. 
 
       
 
     Civilian Skills 
 
     Mapping: 21 (14 base) 
 
     Camping: 21 (14 base) 
 
     Nature Lore: 15 (10 base) 
 
     Fletching: 14 (14 base) 
 
       
 
     Civilian Abilities 
 
     Novice: 
 
     Physical Tracking, Hide Tracks, Create Map, Establish Camp, Early warning system, Gather plants, Encourage growth, Harvest beast remains, Craft arrows. 
 
     Base: 
 
     Read Map, Forage. 
 
       
 
     Equipped Items 
 
     Full set of poor leathers (10 base armour). 
 
     Steel shortsword (8-12 slash damage). 
 
     Wolven longbow (15-20 piercing damage). 
 
   
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    
     Inventory (Full) 
 
     Storage Capacity: 107.3/200 kg. 
 
     Money: 3 gold, 5 silver, 50 coppers. 
 
       
 
     General Items (4.3 kg): 
 
     Precious gems (2 x diamond, 3 x sapphire, 1 x emerald, 2 x ruby) (0 kg). 
 
     Basic leather bag x 5 (1 kg). 
 
     Rough pieces of copper x 15 (1.5 kg). 
 
     Tattered cloak (0.3 kg). 
 
     Labyrinth Map (0 kg). 
 
     Spectacles of Revealing (0.1 kg). 
 
     Message scroll (0 kg). 
 
     Mysterious owl lockbox (0.3 kg). 
 
     Champion’s Handbook (0.4 kg). 
 
     Scorpion venom x 5 (0 kg). 
 
     Minor healing salves x 3 (0.3 kg). 
 
     Large leather bag (0.4 kg). 
 
       
 
     Camping Items (13 kg): 
 
     Tinder and Fire starters (0.3 kg). 
 
     Firestones (3.0 kg). 
 
     Sleep sacks x 4 (4.0 kg). 
 
     Small camp alarm system (0.7 kg). 
 
     Large tent x 1 (5 kg). 
 
       
 
     Crafting Items (26 kg): 
 
     Bone spearheads x 10 (5 kg). 
 
     Spider silk (3 kg). 
 
     Blank scrolls x 500 (2.5 kg). 
 
     Scribe set (0.5 kg). 
 
     Chitin leathers x 5 (5 kg). 
 
     Jade bear skins x 2 (2 kg). 
 
     Spear shafts x 20 (8 kg). 
 
       
 
     Armour (7.7 kg): 
 
     Chitin helm (0.5 kg). 
 
     Rusted darksteel chainmail vest (7 kg). 
 
     Shaman’s headdress (0.2 kg). 
 
       
 
     Weapons (13.3 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 1 (1.5 kg). 
 
     Basic longsword (1.4 kg). 
 
     Basic Arrows x 200 (4.0 kg). 
 
     Steel knife x 2 (0.5 kg). 
 
     Inferno staffs x 2 (3,0 kg). 
 
       
 
     Food (43 kg): 
 
     Cave fungi x 30 (3 kg) 
 
     Kobold basic travel rations x 60 (12 kg). 
 
     Food preparation kit (1 kg). 
 
     Basic travel rations x 140 (25 kg). 
 
     Cooking utensils (2.0 kg).


 
   
 
   
 
  

 Chapter 12                  
 
    12 Augi 2603 AB 
 
      
 
    The party broke camp early the next morning. They were all anxious to rescue the enslaved bears, Aiken especially. The cub had been withdrawn last night. After gorging on the beetle meat, he had fallen into a deep slumber, interjected with frequent welps of pain and moans of misery. The rest of the party had not slept well, their rest broken by the great bear’s distress. Yet none begrudged Aiken, they had been touched by his misery and all the more resolved to free his family. 
 
    The party set off with Aiken and Adra leading. Before they did so, Kyran activated Inspiring. He reached out with his essence and formed flickering connections to Adra and Gaesin, draining his own essence to increase their stamina regeneration. Their stamina would replenish quicker and as a result they would travel faster. Aiken he could not help in this way, but the bear’s stamina pool was enormous and Kyran thought he would manage the journey better than any of them. 
 
    
     New ability used! 
 
     Ability: Inspiring 
 
     Skill: Commander. 
 
     Description: This spell increases the stamina regeneration rate of all minions and vassals. The spell is cancelled if hostiles enter the presence of the caster. 
 
     Rank: Base. 
 
     Cost: 80 Essence per hour. 
 
     Execution time: Instantaneous. 
 
     Buff: Stamina regeneration rate increased by 1% x skill to vassals, minions and self. 
 
     Range: Maximum distance of 10m x skill. 
 
     Duration: Infinite (activated ability). 
 
   
 
      
 
    Kyran has cast inspiring (radius: 86m, buff: +8.6% stamina regeneration). 
 
    They set a hard pace, one Kyran expected to maintain all day. Their first stop was the Jade Bear Clan’s lair, where Aiken and the rest of his family had been collared. From there they hoped to pick up the slavers’ trail and run them down. 
 
    Aiken’s images put the Jade Bear settlement far to the west and deeper in the earth. What Aiken had not made clear was how long it would take them to get there, the cub’s images unable to convey a sense of time.  
 
    As the day wore on, the party encountered sporadic kobold patrols which they avoided, much to Aiken’s displeasure. At each sighting, the cub’s rage boiled over and only stern words by Kyran and reminders of the urgency of their task kept the vengeful bear from charging into them. 
 
    By midday, they stopped encountering further kobold patrols, seemingly out of their territory. With less need for caution, their pace increased. At each branching of the tunnels, Aiken led them deeper into the earth and farther west. Sometimes though the party had to backtrack, the passage they followed either dead ending or twisting in the wrong direction. Aiken, they realised, was navigating from some sort of homing signal and not from memory and knowledge of the tunnels. 
 
    At one point at another cul-de-sac the cub roared out his frustration and dived into the earth, leaving the rest of the party speechless. Kyran rushed to the spot of the cub’s disappearance. The ground was smooth and unbroken. Thinking perhaps it was an illusion, he ran his hands carefully over it. No, it was solid rock. In confusion, the three party members stared at each other.  
 
    Just then, Aiken burst out of the ground behind them, his mental sendings full of apology and chagrin at his ill behaviour. It turned out that Jade Bears were uniquely adapted to life underground, able to swim through rock as naturally as fish through water. It explained Aiken’s lack of familiarity with the tunnels; he likely never used them much. 
 
    By day’s end they had made good progress. They had pushed on long into the night and once they made camp were exhausted.  
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
     “How far do you think we’ve come?” asked Kyran, as the party sat around a warm blaze, supping on hard-baked travel rations. 
 
    “Twenty, maybe thirty kilometres. No more,” answered Adra. 
 
    Kyran whistled appreciatively. They had made good time. He stared north, contemplating the previous day’s events. Matters had taken a turn for the unexpected. He wondered what the undead would have made of yesterday. Would they be angry at his choice? Chasing after the kobold slavers was dangerous and put the owl lockbox that they had placed in his care at risk. 
 
    Or would they be supportive, understanding the impulse that drove him to aid the bears. He realised that, beyond their need to protect Crota, he still knew little of what motivated the undead. He turned to his companions. “What do you know of the undead?” he asked. 
 
    Adra and Gaesin looked up, startled from their own thoughts. “The undead?” asked Adra. 
 
    Kyran nodded. “I know that Crota is isolated and that the rest of the world has probably forgotten it, but you must have heard something before coming here.” 
 
    Adra shook her head. “You are wrong Kyran. Crota’s undead are not forgotten. Even in the far-off forests of Tepani, where I grew up, we speak of the fallen champions, Zarr and Aveyad and the Betrayer, Eld. The undead are universally hated and reviled, as is their dead god, evil bogeymen used to frighten children into behaving.” 
 
    Kyran was taken aback. He had not expected a rosy view but this was a far cry worse. “I don’t understand,” he said, surprised. “You’ve met them. They’re frightening certainly, but evil? No, that I cannot believe.” 
 
    The pair exchanged glances, then Adra said neutrally, “Kyran, your perception of the undead is… unique. Before the audience in the throne room, I was of the same view as the common people of Myelad. After?” She canted her head in thought. “They were not what I expected but truthfully, I cannot say my view of them has changed.” 
 
    Kyran bit back a retort, fighting an instinctive desire to defend his… what? allies? What were the undead to him? Another perplexing question, one he set aside for now. He would hear Adra out first. 
 
    “You must realise that we—” she waved her hands to encompass Gaesin, herself and the rest of Myelad, “—have grown up on tales of their villainy. Of how the Betrayer and his champions falsely imprisoned the gods. Of how they tortured and persecuted millions, forcing the gods to ally and rid the world of their scourge. Of the heroes that died to save the world from them.” 
 
    Kyran listened carefully to Adra. What she said did not fit the facts as told to him by the Overseer. He was about to raise this when Gaesin interrupted abruptly. “But not all tales of the undead are bleak. Different stories are whispered by some.” 
 
    Adra looked at him in surprise. Intrigued, Kyran waved for the half-elf to go on. 
 
    Gaesin licked his lips nervously, then continued, “In the academy, I heard rumours—vague, unsubstantiated—that not all tales of Crota are true. That history has been distorted, that in its time, Crota was a beacon of light, a progressive domain were norms and players were treated equally. I never paid much attention to them.” He flushed. “I was not the most diligent student and, chasing them down, felt too much like work. But after matters in the throne room, I think… perhaps they hold more than a grain of truth.” 
 
    Kyran was relieved. Listening to Adra, had made him worry that he was deluding himself. “Thank you, Gaesin and Adra. That was helpful.”  
 
    Idly he stroked the coat of the cub sprawled besides him, while he thought. The conflicting views made clear that an element of propaganda was at play. In the absence of reliable information, he would continue to trust his own judgement. 
 
    He moved on to other matters. “I suppose we best make good use of this time.” 
 
    Adra and Gaesin looked at him blankly. He pulled out the Champion’s Handbook and held it up. Gaesin groaned and Kyran chuckled sympathetically.  
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    To the tune of Aiken’s troubled snores, the three studied the handbook until their eyes swam and could no longer focus. They called it a night then, and awoke bleary-eyed in the morning to resume their journey.  
 
    The second day passed much like the first, so too the third. The party fell into an easy rhythm, travelling deeper into the earth with every day’s journey and studying the game in the evenings. The journey was also good for Aiken, slowly healing him of his grief. Whether it was the time and distance it put between the cub and his painful memories, or from the sense of purpose it gave him, Kyran did not know but was grateful nonetheless. The cub's sendings grew less morose each day and the party caught glimpses of the real Aiken lurking within. 
 
    They encountered no one. Neither kobolds nor monsters. But the hard pace they set took its toll and Kyran knew that soon they would have to slow down. He wondered how much longer they would have to keep this up. There was no telling. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    On the fifth night, with his back resting against the cub, in what had become their ‘study hour’, Kyran broached the subject that had piqued his curiosity since he had been reminded of it—classing. 
 
    Over the course of the last few nights the three had voraciously absorbed the teachings of the Champion’s Handbook, so much so that Kyran felt that each had a solid grounding of the game mechanics and their skills.  
 
    Now it was time to consider the classes and what it would mean for each. Classes in the Gods’ Game were not restrictive and consisted of traits and abilities that boosted a pre-defined set of skills. Skills outside of a class could still be learnt but would not benefit from its bonuses. Class selection was only available at level twenty and had skill pre-requisites, which meant that their skills would have to be developed along the correct path to ensure that the desired one was unlocked at level twenty. 
 
    “Have either of you given thought to your class?” he began. 
 
    “Yes, Kyran. I know you said I should think more on it, and I have, but my choice remains the same. I will be a scout,” affirmed Adra. 
 
    Kyran nodded. The scout class was the weakest of the ranged classes available to Adra, its focus more on exploration than combat but Kyran had to admit it well suited her temperament. He would have chosen one of the more combative options himself, but he respected her choice and her exploration skills would serve the party well both here in the labyrinth and the wilds of Crotana—assuming they made it out of course. 
 
    He shifted his focus to Gaesin, who shook his head. “I am undecided, Kyran. I have narrowed down the choices to hydromancer, water elementalist and a wizard.” 
 
    Kyran pursed his lips in thought. All three were good options. The hydromancer was a water magic-healer hybrid that provided bonuses to both, while the water elementalist was a narrowly focused class that provided tremendous bonuses to water magic only. Its unique ability was interesting as well, summoning and permanently bonding a water elemental to the caster. As the caster grew in level, so too would the elemental. 
 
    The wizard on the other hand was wholly different. It allowed the caster to scribe and cast spells of any magic type. It was extremely versatile but was weakened by the caster’s dependence on scrolls to cast spells—which in battle could prove problematic. “What do you advise, Kyran?” 
 
    “They’re all good choices.” He paused, gathering his thoughts. “If you’re impatient, go with the elementalist. You will derive the most benefit from it early on but you will struggle against enemies with water immunity and will be more vulnerable to fire-based attacks. 
 
    “If you’re patient, the wizard is the best option. You will start slow with few spells but as your spell book grows, with preparation and planning you will be devastating on the battle field. Lastly, the hydromancer. It is the most balanced of the three and from the party’s perspective, the one that best complements our current mix.” He shrugged. “We need a dedicated healer and while I can assist in that regard, it’s best in the heat of battle to have a party member designated to the role.” 
 
    Gaesin thought it over. “I was leaning that way. Battle magic is not for me,” he confessed with lowered eyes. He then looked up, meeting Kyran's eyes determinedly. “But I will play my part.” He nodded decisively. “Thank you, Kyran. I will follow your advice and work towards becoming a hydromancer.” 
 
    Kyran dipped his head in acknowledgment. “And what class will you pursue, Kyran?” asked Adra. 
 
    He shook his head, brows furrowed unhappily. His own choice was far more complicated than the others. For one, he had a much larger skill set, which significantly expanded his options. He had considered but discarded classes such as the tamer, psi blade, shifter, spell sword, commander, elementalist and psimancer. They were too specialised, exceptional in certain circumstances but next to useless in others. 
 
    This world was his home now. He had to play the long game. He needed versatility. “Like Gaesin, I’ve not reached a conclusion yet but I’ve narrowed my options down to three. A mage, wild druid, or psi witch.” 
 
    Gaesin’s ears twitched thoughtfully. “The mage class I’ve heard of. There are many schools dedicated to their training and many a famous champion who was one but what are the other two? I’ve never heard mention of them.” 
 
    “Me neither,” asserted Adra. 
 
    “I’m not surprised. All champions without fail choose the divine skill tree as one of, or their only, combat skill tree which means their classes are usually a derivative of it. There have been no champions with both the Psi and Magic skill trees unlocked—at least not according to the Handbook. And both the wild druid and psi witch draw heavily from them. They are demanding classes as well, with the psi witch requiring nine skills, and the wild druid a whopping eleven. 
 
    “According to the game history recorded in the handbook, there have only ever been two psi witches and one wild druid. All were basic players that by some fluke met the pre-requisites but none of them progressed beyond the rank of apprentice. And that is the entirety of the information available on the classes.” 
 
    Adra wrinkled her nose in confusion. “But why consider them then?” 
 
    “Because both classes are highly versatile and play to my strengths. The psi witch is a ranged psionic-magic hybrid whose class ability, energy conversion, allows the player to use any energy pool—essence, will or stamina—for psicasting or spellcasting, effectively tripling the player’s energy pool in a pinch. 
 
    “The wild druid is interesting too. Unlike a regular druid which is a divine-warrior hybrid specialised in nature-based spells, the wild druid is a psionic-magic hybrid with class abilities shaped towards beast mastery. Its class ability is wild shift, an ability that allows the player to shapeshift into absorbed beast forms.” 
 
    Adra nodded. “I can see their value. How does the mage class compare?” 
 
    “It’s a pure magic class. While less skill-intensive than the other two, it is nearly as versatile, making use as it does of all magic schools. Its advantage is its lower skill investment requirements and powerful class ability. The class ability, summon familiar, allows the player to permanently bond a familiar that can both cast on its own and supplement the player’s essence pool.” 
 
    Gaesin nodded emphatically. “I’ve seen some of those familiars in Iltenial academy. They can be as dangerous as the player at times.” 
 
    “So how will you choose?” asked Adra. 
 
    “I am undecided but I have time yet to consider. For now, I will work towards all three, the skills required by each being skills I have invested in already.” 
 
    They talked a bit further on the merits of the various classes, after which, exhausted, the party turned in for the night. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    The next day began much like the previous ones. After a cold breakfast, the party rushed on their way. But around midday the routine was broken as Aiken huffed excitedly and rushed ahead. They raced forward, trying to keep up, but almost immediately ground to a halt at the entrance to a small cavern, greeted by its scene of devastation. Spread before them was the slaughtered remains of the Jade Bear clan. 
 
    Aiken fell back onto his haunches, howling mournfully. Kyran staggered, telepathically assaulted by the bear’s upswell of grief. Even with his psi shield firmly locked in place, the cub’s anguished moans and sorrowful cries penetrated. Gaesin and Adra hurried to Aiken’s side, trying to provide what little comfort they could. Sick to his stomach and in an attempt to find aught to assuage the cub’s grief, he stumbled into the cavern to inspect the clan’s dead.  
 
    Discarded and abandoned where they had been slaughtered were tens of jade bears, their sad remains an unrecognisable mess of blood and meat, their skins stripped and looted. Painfully, Kyran dragged his way from corpse to corpse inspecting each carefully, hoping to discover survivors even though his player’s map made clear none were to be found. 
 
    A few of the corpses were small, not much larger than those of a human child. At first, he mistook them for part of an adult’s remains but the tiny claws discarded amidst them gave lie to this. Revolted, he turned away and bent over to fight the upsurge of nausea and the urge to vomit. He glanced at the distraught cub, sprawled onto the cavern, mewling pitifully while Gaesin and Adra stroked his fur comfortingly. Kyran straightened, determined to complete his grim task and tally the dead, if for no other reason than to honour them and provide Aiken with what solace he could. 
 
    He moved on, then halted, noticing an oddity. Stopping before a large pile that in life must have been a true behemoth, he studied the remains of the bear’s clawed foot. He stood up and waved Adra over. She hurried to him, doing her best to ignore the mounds around her. He pointed out the bear claws to her. “How old would you say this bear was?” 
 
    Adra bent over the remains, studying them carefully. The claws were discoloured, brittle and worn down to the bone. “I’m no expert on Great Bears but I would guess that this bear was well past his prime.” 
 
    Kyran nodded thoughtfully. Then, leading Adra around, they studied the clawed remains of each adult bear. With the inspection of the last bear done, Kyran and Adra stared knowingly at one another.  
 
    The pattern was clear. 
 
    This cave contained only the remains of the very young and old. “Search the cavern, see if you can find the slavers’ trail.” She nodded sharply, moving off. 
 
    With a slightly less heavy heart, Kyran approached Aiken. Kneeling in front of the jade cub, he said gently, “I’m sorry, fellow. I promise we will get the scum that did this. But don’t lose hope. Some of your clan yet live. Adra is searching out their trail now.” 
 
    Aiken raised his head questioningly, the repressed hope in his projections heart-breaking. Kyran ran his hand soothingly through the bear’s coat. “Yes, boy. I don’t think they were all killed. The rest, the more able-bodied, were taken, collared, I think. We will find their trail and follow it to the end.” 
 
    On trembling legs, Aiken pulled himself up and with his head lowered, nudged the still kneeling Kyran, demanding. 
 
    “Yes, Aiken. I promise.” 
 
    Satisfied, the cub waddled sadly off to join Adra in her search. Kyran looked up to find Gaesin watching him with eyes streaming tears. “You really think they live?” 
 
    Kyran sighed. “I do, only the very old and young were killed here.” His mouth twisted. “The least useful.” 
 
    He stood and activated flaming hands. “Come, Gaesin, let us give these bears what rest we can.” 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    After a few backbreaking hours, the last of the bears’ remains were laid to rest on the pyre that Kyran and Gaesin had built. Covered in filth and grime, the two quickly washed themselves, then hurried down the trail that Adra and Aiken had discovered earlier. 
 
    The scouting pair had uncovered the tracks easily. No effort had been made to disguise it. Prominent amongst the footprints were the tracks of several large wagons which Adra thought were similar to the ones they found Aiken in. This gave the party more cause to hope that they would find the rest of the bears alive.  
 
    Adra and Aiken had gone on ahead to follow the trail while Gaesin and Kyran laid the remains to rest. Kyran had forced a promise from Aiken to not do anything foolish. The cub had not been happy about it, but he complied. Moving quickly, despite their exhaustion, Kyran and Gaesin managed to catch up to the others by day’s end. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    That night there were mixed emotions. Many of Aiken’s clan was dead yet they had renewed hope of finding the rest alive. The night passed in heavy silence, each wrapped in their own thoughts. 
 
    Looking at his companions, Kyran saw that despite the many conflicting emotions riddling their faces, one emotion was clearly identifiable, in their steely eyes, clasped hands, and thinned lips. Determination. Determination to find and stop the perpetrators.  
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    The trail continued west. Adra believed the slavers to be moving slow, weighed down by their heavy wagons. They debated the kobolds’ destination. Adra thought they were heading to the West Core, which was southwest of their present position. She suggested diverting from the trail and proceeding straight across on a shorter path to hopefully cut off the kobolds at the Core. 
 
    Kyran believed it too risky. Especially if the slavers were travelling slow. If they remained patient and followed the tracks, they would catch up to them—eventually. The day wore on and the trail kept heading west, ignoring many of the south-turning forks. The next day was the same, and the next. On the fourth day they passed the last branch south, the tracks still heading west. “Where are they heading?” asked Kyran. “Surely, we should be nearly at the coast by now?” 
 
    “You’re right, we’ve nearly reached the north-western tip of the labyrinth. There is nothing farther west but the sea. There is in fact only one cavern at the end of this tunnel.” 
 
    “What’s there?” asked Gaesin curiously. 
 
    Adra shrugged. “I don’t know. Its labelled ‘Mushroom Forest’ on the map.” 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    That night, Kyran was plagued by nightmares. Vague and disconcerting images of shadowy figures trapping and enslaving him. Of his brother slain. Of his family separated. 
 
    Only when he woke with a gasp and beheld the trembling form of Aiken, did he realise that these were not his nightmares. The cub’s eyes were closed, held captive by his dreams still. His body shook and pitiful moans escaped every so often. Gaesin was on watch, and he looked on the bear with concern. 
 
    “How long has he been like this?” whispered Kyran. 
 
    “For most of my watch,” answered Gaesin. “I didn’t know if I should wake him.” 
 
    “Next time, wake me.” 
 
    Kyran knelt beside the tormented bear and wrapped his arms soothingly around him. Only then did he feel the violence of the cub’s shaking and the fear coursing through him. He shook the bear gently. “Aiken, wake up.” 
 
    The cub slept on, held fast by his nightmares. Taking a deep breath, Kyran closed his eyes and entered the bear’s mind, only to be assaulted by the cub’s terrors again. This time though, Kyran was awake and knew them to be false.  
 
    “Aiken,” he called, “this is not real, come back. Awake.” 
 
    Rallying to Kyran’s siren call, the bear clung desperately to it, nearly dragging them both under the nightmare again, but Kyran held fast and pulled the cub out. In a gasp, they surfaced, eyes flickering open simultaneously. 
 
    Kyran ran his hands through the great bear’s coat, soothing the big fellow. Aiken butted his head in Kyran’s embrace, apologising. “No need for that, cub. Let me help.” 
 
    At Kyran’s words, the bear released his pent-up emotions. His grief… agony… and rage. His seething hate at the kobolds, at the world, for the deaths of his siblings and clan. His almost uncontrollable urge to rend and kill. Kyran wrapped the bear in his understanding and deep concern. At that the cub struck out with his mind—at Kyran’s temerity to think that he could understand—followed immediately by abject shame. 
 
    “It’s all right, boy. I don’t despise you for your thoughts. There is darkness in me too.” And for the first time, he bared his own repressed terrors to another, letting Aiken into his most guarded thoughts. The cub recoiled involuntarily, but then fearlessly waded through Kyran’s own box of horrors, pulling Kyran forward when he hesitated and bracing him when he needed it. Unfalteringly, Aiken guided Kyran through his tortured memories, his most shameful secrets, walking Kyran through as they relived them together and freeing him of their hold.  
 
    And then, Kyran did the same. Leading the bear through his horrific experiences, one by one purging them of their seething darkness, and banishing them forever more.  
 
    Through shared grief and empathy, they faced and defeated their nightmares together, cleansing wounded spirits of scars, old and new, and allowing bear and elf to heal. 
 
    Gaesin watched the pair in concern, as both their bodies trembled in time to each other, as tears streamed freely down Kyran’s face and pitiful meows of pain sounded from Aiken. It went on for ages and he had finally determined to wake Adra when the two—as one—emitted a long, deep sigh, and their faces relaxed, the rictuses of pain erased as they fell into a deep, untroubled sleep. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    The next morning Kyran woke late. His sleep had been untroubled, free from the nightmares that so routinely plagued him. Only now, with the dark clouds lifted, did he realise their hold on him. 
 
    And his healing, because that was assuredly what it was, was due to the great bear. Affectionately, he rubbed his hand through Aiken’s coat, causing him to purr his pleasure amidst his snores. He had fallen asleep next to Aiken last night. After their great trial together. His contented thoughts darkened at the memory. But no, they had faced down their grief and fears and were no longer hostage to them.  
 
    And the bond between them, he sensed, had grown and deepened. With another affectionate hug, he silently thanked the bear for the gifts he had given and rose up to face whatever the day brought. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Studying the artifice designs before him, Lesh popped another of the pale yellow kaleworts into his mouth. After weeks in the labyrinth he had gotten used to them. They were not so bad really, nearly the same as the delicacies he was used to from back home. Almost, they were enough to distract him from his primitive surroundings. Almost. 
 
    He had been stuck in this god forsaken place for weeks. Far longer than he ever imagined or intended. He had hoped to be done with this blasted mission by now. Howe hard could it be to find one low-levelled player? In the weeks since his arrival there had been no sightings of the agent. Lesh could hope that he was dead. But that didn’t help him. Without proof that his mission had been completed, he dared not return to Xetil’s domain. Frustrated by his helplessness, he returned his attention to the designs before him.  
 
    Lesh scowled in disgust. His slave-binding collars were proving less than effective. There were already rumblings of discontent from the feral chiefs. Initially the collars had worked brilliantly and the kobolds had been delighted. It was effective in subduing the victim, preventing any aggressive actions against the controller. However, they had proved incapable of forcing its bearer to perform its master’s will. But then the collars had never been designed with the fearsome jade bears in mind, or barghests or any of the other great beasts of the labyrinth. Sadly, the collars were not up to the task of fully dominating these beasts. 
 
    And this offended Lesh’s sense of craftsmanship. Because despite everything else, Lesh was a perfectionist. He detested shoddy workmanship. And even worse, he had no idea how to ‘fix’ the collars. He frowned at their design, stumped again. His examination was disturbed by Litalgyar’s entrance. 
 
    “I told you not to disturb me, you fool!” he screamed, enraged by the troll’s blatant disregard for his orders. Over the weeks, they had become more insufferable. Why could he not have brought his own vassals, instead of being stuck with Yiralla’s cronies. His vassals always showed proper respect. 
 
    The troll stood insolently silent, waiting. Their disobedience was never open, not something he could complain about without appearing childish. Irritated, he snapped, “Well, out with it. What is it?” 
 
    “The free player has been spotted.” 
 
    Lesh turned and gave the troll his full attention. “Where? Is he dead?” he asked eagerly. 
 
    Litalgyar shook his head. “No, he destroyed the advance force blockading the North Core. The main force is on its way there now but the player may have already escaped the labyrinth.” 
 
    Destroyed? How? None of this made sense. At the last report the player was only level ten. How did a level ten player manage to destroy an entire troop? And they had a trio of dominated jade bears with them as well. This was a catastrophe. He knew who the blame would fall upon if the player escaped. He licked his lips nervously. “But we have no confirmation, right? He may still be in the labyrinth?” 
 
    The troll shrugged in response. Lesh wiped the glistening sweat of his forehead. Suddenly it felt much warmer. He had to exhort the ferals to much greater efforts. Convince them to send out more of their forces in search of the player. Of course, what else. He glanced sideways at Litalgyar. He had the perfect excuse to get rid of them, he realised. The two troll hunters were expert trackers and scouts. If anyone could find and follow the player’s trail, it was Litalgyar and his companion.  
 
    Yes, that could work… 
 
    “Litalgyar, we cannot let the player escape. Xetil will be most displeased. Take your fellow, track down the player and kill him.” 
 
    Litalgyar hesitated. As tired as he was of this pompous ass, he had orders to protect him. Seeing the doubt on Litalgyar’s face, Lesh added sweetly, “Shall I inform Xetil that you refused to hunt down the player? That you let him get away?” 
 
    That decided Litalgyar. No one wanted to face Xetil’s wrath. Better to fail protecting Lesh, than to fail stopping the player. Lesh had neatly manoeuvred the trolls into place as scapegoats, if the mission failed. Understanding Lesh’s ploy but having no other choice, Litalgyar bowed low, granting Lesh for the first time the respect a champion deserved. “Your will, my lord.” 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
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    21 Augi 2603 AB 
 
      
 
    The entrance to the mushroom forest was unguarded, not that Kyran had expected it to be. The kobold slavers whom they hunted had displayed precious little caution thus far but it was always nice when the enemy continued to behave as expected.  
 
    Over the course of the last day’s journey the tunnel had widened substantially, so much so that it could no longer be rightly called one. Despite this, the boundary between the mushroom forest and the ‘tunnel’ was clearly demarcated by the thick growth of mushrooms. Mushrooms of all shapes, sizes and colour, normal ones no more than a few centimetres high, to tall monstrosities that stretched to the cavern ceiling which glowed with the same luminous lichen he had discovered in the lake cavern.  
 
    Of the party, only Aiken was unaffected by the bizarre mushrooms and its riotous colours. He quivered with eagerness, and sent a stream of images urging Kyran onwards. Turning away from the bewildering spectacle of the mushroom forest, Kyran halted the party a hundred metres away, what he judged to be a safe distance. His scrying senses screamed of danger. Show hostiles made clear that the forest ahead teemed with life—hostile life.  
 
    In the entirety of his journey in the labyrinth he had yet to encounter this density of life. Show hostiles reported that the crowd of hostiles began at the forest line and stretched the entirety of its expanse. “Adra, what do you see?” 
 
    Adra looked from Kyran to the forest. “Besides crazy mushrooms? Nothing.” 
 
    He pressed, “You don’t sense any hostiles?” 
 
    She sniffed the air, and flicked her ears lazily. “No… should I? I cannot see or smell any kobolds, although their path into the forest is clear as day,” she said, pointing at the wide swath of damaged and fallen mushrooms.  
 
    Kyran looked to where she pointed. The teeming mass of life was much reduced there. He nodded thoughtfully and then inspected one of the mushrooms at random.  
 
    
     Creature: Hypnotising Shroom 
 
     Type: Semi-Sentient (Plant) 
 
     Rarity: Rare 
 
     Level: 16 
 
     Health: 150 / 150 
 
     Attack: 10-50 (acid) 
 
     Defences (Physical/ Psi/ Spell): 4 / immune / 20 
 
       
 
     Special Effects: 
 
     Hypnotic aura: Melee attackers have a chance to be charmed.  
 
     Afraid of the light: +50% divine damage. 
 
       
 
     Description: 
 
     The hypnotising shroom is a dangerous vegetative lifeform that closely resembles true mushrooms. It has evolved into a form of sentience and can only be found in the depths of the earth far from sunlight.  
 
   
 
    “Ah,” he breathed. “None of those mushrooms are normal. Each one is alive, and in some sense, aware and hostile. Don’t step too close, lest it springs whatever snares they conceal.” 
 
    Imperceptibly, Gaesin and Adra edged away from the predatory forest. “How do we get through it then?” asked Gaesin. He scratched his head in confusion. “And if all of that is alive and hungry, how did the kobolds get through?” 
 
    Kyran shook his head, equally puzzled. “I don’t know.”  
 
    Adra meanwhile had padded closer to the damaged swath of the forest. She edged closer in a crouch, peering intently into it. “Adra, be careful,” warned Kyran.  
 
    Adra held her poise ten metres from the forest’s edge a while longer before edging back carefully. “Kyran, I tasted a whiff of something foul in the air around that destroyed region.” She wrinkled her nose in thought. “Bloodsbane? Or perhaps stinkwoth? I can’t be sure but I suspect, whatever it was, it allowed the kobolds to carve a safe path through the forest.” 
 
    Gaesin asked, “But why? This cavern is a dead-end, it’s not as if they could take a shortcut through it. What possible reason could there be for them to willingly enter?” Kyran was wondering exactly the same thing and was about to say so, when Aiken projected a single, vivid image to all three of them. 
 
    “What’s that?” asked Gaesin, staring in fascination at the image in his mind. 
 
    Adra said, “That’s an ophidian or a variant of one. I encountered their like in the southern marshes. Those had mud brown scales and a venomous bite. This one looks to be its distant cousin. The one I encountered was ten metres in length and took a party of six experienced hunters just to bring it down.” 
 
    Kyran studied the creature in his mind’s eye. It looked a formidable beast, reminding him of nothing so much as an anaconda covered in silvery scales. Urgh. He hated snakes. He nodded his thanks to Aiken for the image. “Now that we know the kobolds are here, and likely in search of yet more victims for their collars, the question is what do we do about it?” 
 
    Gaesin paled. “You’re not suggesting we go in there, are you?” 
 
    Aiken bumped his head into Gaesin, making it clear that was exactly what he wanted.  
 
    Kyran shook his head at Aiken. “Sorry, cub. Gaesin is right. The forest is too dangerous for us to attempt. I don’t like it but we have to hope your family can hold on for a few days yet.”  
 
    Aiken canted his head at Kyran, considering. Kyran held his gaze, baring his thoughts unflinchingly. Eventually, Aiken hung his head, conceding Kyran’s point and shuffled off. 
 
    It ached to see the cub in such misery but patience would serve them much better in this instance. Adra interrupted his thoughts. “What’s the plan, Kyran?” 
 
    Tearing his gaze away from the forlorn cub, Kyran answered her. “We wait and ambush them on their way out.”  
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Two days later the kobold convoy rolled out of the mushroom forest. The convoy was large and noisy enough that the party had ample warning. The companions assumed their pre-arranged positions, waiting. They had come up with a number of contingencies, depending on the size and disposition of the convoy. Aiken was hidden beneath the tunnel floor using stone dive, the jade bears’ unique ability that allowed them to swim through stone. The ability was expensive though and Aiken could do it no more than a few times before his essence pool was exhausted. Kyran, Gaesin and Adra were concealed on the north side of the tunnel, outside the convoy’s direct line of march and in what they considered the least likely campsite, assuming the kobolds chose to do so.  
 
    Observing the kobolds, Kyran had reason to both curse and cheer. To the good, as they had hoped, the kobolds had chosen to set up camp at the cavern’s exit. On the other hand, the convoy’s strength was far greater than they anticipated, too strong for any of their plans to be workable. 
 
    “Kyran…” began Adra, the worry evident in her voice. 
 
    “I know,” replied Kyran grimly. “We will have to play it by ear. Let’s see how they set up their camp.” 
 
    The convoy exited the forest in one long line that headed for the southern end of the tunnel where it circled in on itself in preparation of their camp. At the head of the caravan were a dozen kobold shamans, commanded by a level twenty-two shaman elder. 
 
    This was the highest-level kobold that Kyran had yet seen. Marching in a disciplined line behind the shamans were some two hundred kobold hunters of the same level as the fighters they found in the North Core but not as well-equipped. The hunters were unarmoured and armed only with bone-tipped spears and slings. At the end of the convoy, slithered a triple handful of frost ophidians, each leashed and pulled submissively along by their kobold handlers.  
 
    And in the centre of the march were the captive jade bears. Some thirty of them, each squeezed into their own too-small cage balanced atop a rickety wagon. They ranged in size and shape, some midnight green and smaller than Aiken to a few full-grown beasts, three times Aiken’s size with silvered green coats. All were uniformly miserable, coats dull and torn, faces gouged and scratched, eyes bleak and defeated. One bear though, immediately drew the attention. Half again as large as the other adults and entirely silver in colouring, she maintained a regal disposition despite the ensorcelled collar subduing her will. The clan matriarch.  
 
    
     Creature: Jade Great Bear (Clan Matriarch) 
 
     Type: Elder Beast 
 
     Rarity: Mythic 
 
     Level: 60 (Adept) 
 
     Health: 1200/1200 
 
     Attack: 120-150 (blunt, slashing) 
 
     Defences (Physical/ Psi/ Spell): 80 / 120 / 60 
 
       
 
     Special Effects: Unknown (Your level is too low to perceive this). 
 
   
 
    Kyran felt Aiken surge through their now almost-constant mental link, anxious for sight of his family. He slammed shut his psionic walls, cutting Aiken off from sharing his sight. “Patience, boy, you will see them soon.” By now, he knew the cub’s nature well enough to realise that if Aiken saw his family in that condition he would likely fly into a rage and act precipitously. The cub railed against his walls but eventually subsided.  
 
    Kyran returned his attention to the kobolds as they made camp. The hunters set up a large tent in the centre of their formation, for the shamans presumably. The wagons were driven to the southern end of the camp where they were parked backed against the tunnel walls and a strong guard set. Nowhere else were guards deployed, not even over the shamans’ tent or around the frost ophidians who were left unattended on the western edge of the camp, apparently docile and fully bespelled by their collars. Evidently, the bears were troublesome.  
 
    Damn. It would make things more difficult. He had hoped that the bears would be left unguarded. Nonetheless, after studying the camp’s layout, a plan took shape. Yes… that could work. He would run it over a few more times in his mind and discuss it with the others, but the barebones were there.  
 
    Now, the party only had to wait a few more hours for as many of the kobolds as possible to fall asleep. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Six hours later, the party was ready to act. Silence had fallen over the kobold camp except for the occasional whine of a dreaming bear, or the guttural whispers of their still-vigilant guards. Under the cover of blend, Kyran crept noiselessly into the kobold camp. With exaggerated care he made his way around the slumbering forms of the kobolds until, with sweat dripping, he reached the sleeping ophidians. He exhaled in a slow, controlled breath. Stage one completed.  
 
    The ophidians were entangled in one silvery heap of bodies that occasionally twitched and hissed. Studying the pile, he realised he would have to dig his hands into it to reach the collars. He repressed an involuntary shudder. Best not to think of it at all. 
 
    With a wary gaze at the snoring kobolds, he sank down into a cross-legged seated position and prepared to cast. He extended his will in an area just large enough to cover the slumbering reptiles and cast calm beast. 
 
    Kyran has cast calm beast (radius: 25m, chance to resist: 0%, duration: 3 hours), 30 ophidians calmed.  
 
    The spell rolled over the ophidians, forcing their minds to calm. At its success, he breathed out in relief. Stage two complete. He had not been sure it would work, concerned that the domination ensorcelled in the collars would block the additional spelled effect. But it had taken and it was time to proceed to stage three. 
 
    He crawled to the serpentine pile and tentatively tugged at a visible collar. In response, one reptilian eye opened, gazing sleepily at him. He froze, breath stilled. The eye closed. He set his other hand to the collar. 
 
    In preparation for this moment, he had unlocked freezing hands earlier, reasoning that it was as likely as flaming hands to deal magical damage to the collar. What he was counting on, what this whole plan hinged on, was the frost ophidians’ immunity to water damage. The spell should not harm the ophidians and calm beasts should keep the ophidians peaceful once free of the collar’s enchantments. Should. That was a lot of shoulds. But just in case the plan did not work and things went south, Aiken, Gaesin and Adra were in position to pull him out.  
 
    With a prayer to Lady Luck (just in case), Kyran cast freezing hands. 
 
    
     New ability used! 
 
     Ability: Freezing Hands 
 
     Skill: Water magic. 
 
     Description: Causes the caster’s hands to be enveloped in magical ice that inflict water damage. For the duration of this spell the caster’s hands are immune to water damage. 
 
     Rank: Base. 
 
     Cost: 80 Essence per hour. 
 
     Execution time: Instantaneous. 
 
     Range: Caster’s touch. 
 
     Damage: Inflicts a maximum of 1 x skill of water damage per second to the target touched. 
 
     Duration: Infinite (activated ability). 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Kyran’s freezing hands have hit a collar of domination for 18 water damage. 
 
     Kyran’s freezing hands have hit a frost ophidian for 0 damage (18 water damage resisted). 
 
   
 
    It worked! Not that he had ever doubted that it would. He poured essence into the collar, turning it brittle and eventually it cracked, falling to pieces. 
 
    The collar of domination around a frost ophidian has been destroyed, freeing it from enslavement. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Over the next forty minutes, Kyran worked feverishly, freeing the ophidians. Ignoring his own squeamishness, he reached time and again into the frost pile of snakes, manhandling them with more confidence to find and break their collars. Eventually he was done, the last ophidian freed. Stage three complete. 
 
    He renewed calm beasts and signalled the team, which repositioned as he moved onto stage four. Amidst the freed serpents—which, becalmed, quickly fell back into a sleepy torpor—he sat down cross-legged again, calmed his mind and travelled.  
 
    Five minutes later he was safely concealed in a sheltered nook of the south wall of the tunnel, hidden from the sight of the guards around the bears. Stage four complete. With Kyran in place, the final piece had been moved into position, and the party was now ready to execute the last step in their plan. 
 
    He reached across the mental link to Aiken. “Go, boy, it’s time.” 
 
    Unfettered at last, Aiken dove out of the stone floor beneath the shamans’ tent and burst through their sleeping forms, scattering them like leaves on the wind. Finally able to vent his fury, he shattered the camp’s silence with a terrifying roar. The great bears in their cages were startled awake, roused by the bear’s primal challenge and for the first time in ages, something other than bleakness filled their gaze. The matriarch fixed her gaze on Aiken, dropping her mouth open into a smile while the rest of the camp devolved into chaos. 
 
    Aiken has used terrifying roar (radius: 50m, chance to resist: 10%, duration: 2 minutes), 12 kobold shamans dazed, 30 kobolds terrified. Hostile action taken against 30 calmed ophidians; they are now hostile. 
 
    The hunters stumbled free of their beddings and groped for weapons and armour. The shamans, bleeding and dazed and scattered at Aiken’s feet, sat up and tried to take stock of their surroundings. And as intended, the calm beast spell over the ophidians snapped, broken by the hostile action of Aiken’s roar. 
 
    The ophidians, coiled up and hissing, gazed with unblinking milk-coloured eyes at the kobolds and remembered—remembered their persecutors. Without hesitation they attacked. With merciless gaze, frost breath, and freezing bite they unleashed their vengeance upon the still-befuddled kobolds. In a silver mass, the serpentine wave flowed towards the shamans, chief amongst their tormentors, dealing death in their wake. 
 
    Aiken, caught up in the mayhem of the moment, laid about the defenceless shamans around him. “Do not forget the plan, Aiken! Dive, cub, dive!” Remembering himself, Aiken leapt back into the earth, leaving the still-mystified kobolds to face the onrushing snakes. 
 
    The jade bear guards, the only armed and armoured kobolds in the camp, seeing their leaders’ peril, abandoned their post and rushed to their defence, leaving Kyran well-satisfied. The plan was progressing perfectly! He quickly calmed himself. The battle was not over yet. This could all still go sideways.  
 
    He counted down a slow ten seconds, then teleported himself to the matriarch’s cage. “Aiken, have you spoken to her?” 
 
    Aiken was once more safely wrapped in the earth’s embrace, this time below the jade bears’ cages, ready to assist in case the kobolds discovered Kyran and rallied. His images confirmed the matriarch understood what they were about. 
 
    Without further pause, Kyran sawed through the jade bear’s cage. “Adra, Gaesin, it’s time. To me!” From the shadows on the southern edge of the camp where they had concealed themselves, Adra and Gaesin raced to Kyran’s position, ignored or missed by the kobolds who converged on the camp’s centre to deal with the rampaging snakes. 
 
    The cage sprung open and Kyran jumped in. Gaesin skittered to a stop outside the cage and began healing the matriarch. Adra raced onwards to the next cage, sawing through the bindings holding it shut. Kyran thrust his hands into the matriarch’s fur, pulled the collar free, and poured flames into it. The matriarch bore it unflinchingly and in short order she was free.  
 
    The collar of domination around the Clan Matriarch has been destroyed, freeing her from enslavement. 
 
      
 
    You have taken the first step in the quest: Plight of the Bears. Free the remaining jade great bears to complete the quest. 
 
    The matriarch lowered her massive head once in thanks and spoke quite clearly in his mind. “Thank you, manling. What you wrought here today will not be forgotten. Now cover your ears, little one.” Kyran’s mouth dropped open, too surprised to reply.  
 
    The matriarch flung up her head and gave voice to a resounding roar that was as a raging river to a gurgling stream in comparison to Aiken’s own effort. With her head raised imperiously, she drew out her roar in an elongated avalanche of sound that caused the earth to tremble, cages to shatter and combatants to stumble. At the epicentre, Kyran clasped hands to ears and rolled away, seeking shelter from the sonic assault.  
 
    The matriarch roared on, venting her fury and emptying herself of her grief. The shamans attempted to rally, shakily raising themselves erect, only to be felled anew by the implacable wall of sound. The ophidians turned to flee, only to collapse, dazed. How, wondered Kyran, rolling away from the grieving bear, had the kobolds ever managed to collar her? 
 
    After a seeming eternity, the matriarch brought her roar to an end. She lowered her head, and padded out of the wreckage of her cage. Silence fell over the battlefield, its combatants frozen, lest they draw the matriarch’s ire. The clan leader shifted her stride to a quick shuffle and then a lumbering charge. Comprehending her intent, the kobolds turned to flee—too late. The matriarch bowled into the shamans, dealing death with each blow, trampling snakes and kobolds underfoot.  
 
    
     The Clan Matriarch has rend a kobold shaman for 150 slashing damage. A kobold shaman has died. 
 
     The Clan Matriarch has knocked down a kobold shaman for 120 blunt damage. A kobold shaman has died. 
 
     The Clan Matriarch has mauled a kobold shaman for 136 blunt damage. A kobold shaman has died. 
 
     The Clan Matriarch has dealt a vital strike to an ophidian. An ophidian has died. 
 
   
 
    Aiken burst from the ground, at the matriarch’s feet, gambolling around her in a manner reminiscent of a puppy. Kyran tore his gaze away from the rampaging bear and looked to his companions. Gaesin and Adra were picking themselves off, and but for a few bruises and scrapes, appeared uninjured. He called out to them. “Let’s free the rest. The matriarch has the battle well in hand.” 
 
    
     Battle Log (Rescue of the Jade Bears) 
 
     The battle has ended. 
 
       
 
     Combat Results 
 
     Creatures bonded: 0. 
 
     Hostiles killed: 232, 195 kobold hunters, 12 kobold shamans, 25 ophidians. 
 
     Allies killed: 0 of 30 jade great bears. 
 
     Party XP gained: 10% of total XP, rest distributed to allies (300,250 XP). 
 
       
 
     Level Gains 
 
     Kyran: 1 level (9 SP, 2 AP). New combat level: Level 13. 
 
     Adra: 1 level (3 SP, 1 AP). New combat level: Level 15. 
 
     Gaesin: 2 levels (6 SP, 2 AP). New combat level: Level 13. 
 
       
 
     Party Status 
 
     Kyran Seversan:  
 
     HP:[image: ][image: ] 
 
     S:[image: ][image: ] 
 
     W:[image: ][image: ] 
 
     E:[image: ][image: ] 
 
       
 
     Adra Maeko:  
 
     HP:[image: ] 
 
     S:[image: ][image: ] 
 
     E:[image: ][image: ] 
 
       
 
     Gaesin Illineiros:  
 
     HP:[image: ] 
 
     S:[image: ][image: ] 
 
     E:[image: ][image: ] 
 
       
 
     Non-Party Members 
 
     Aiken: Aiken: 2 levels gained, new combat level: Level 12. 
 
     HP:[image: ][image: ] 
 
     S:[image: ][image: ] 
 
     W:[image: ][image: ] 
 
     E:[image: ][image: ] 
 
   
 
    A little while later the battle was over, the kobold hunters dead or scattered, the ophidians likewise. And the shamans, every last one of them was dead and accounted for. The bears had not suffered any to escape.  
 
    The three companions made camp on the far side of the tunnel, respecting the bears’ need for space to mourn their dead. The bear clan clustered around the matriarch, huddling together for comfort. Kyran caught the edges of their telepathic sendings, a flicker of images too quick to hold, of shared grief and memories of the fallen. They had been at it a long time and he suspected they would be a while yet. Despite the party's urgent need to return to the northern core, Kyran was disinclined to disturb them. 
 
    As if reminded of their presence by his thoughts, the matriarch looked up and waddling free of her family, padded over to the three companions, Aiken by her side. 
 
    The three stood up and bowed respectfully at her arrival. Aiken, ignoring the solemnity of the moment, bounced over to Kyran, nearly butting him over in his joy. It was the happiest Kyran had seen the bear. A torrent of images sparkled from Aiken, expressing his profuse thanks for his family’s freedom. Kyran laughed at his exuberance. “You’re welcome, fellow.” Seeing the young bear next to the enormous matriarch, he truly understood for the first time how much of a cub Aiken was—and how much he had yet to grow. 
 
    The matriarch’s eyes twinkled indulgently at the excited cub. “It seems, young elf, that my son has taken a liking to you.” 
 
    Kyran looked from Aiken to the matriarch. “Your son?” That would mean that Aiken’s brothers— 
 
    A flutter of pain spiked the matriarch’s sending as she answered his unspoken thought. “Yes, Akila and Altara were my cubs.” 
 
    Kyran lowered his head in silent apology for not being able to save them too. In a gesture meant to ease the matriarch’s grief, he moved to hand over the cubs’ remains. 
 
    “Nay, elf. Those are but their earthly remains. They hold little meaning for us. It is for the dead to serve the living. This is the way of the wild. And you, I sense, will put their remains to better use than us. Keep them and any other you find.” 
 
    Kyran said, “You do us honour, matriarch. We will see that the memory of your dead is likewise honoured.” 
 
    The matriarch nodded. She cast her gaze over the three companions. “Aiken has told me much. Of you. And of the certain chance at freedom that you have risked to help us. And of the kobold army that is moving to block your escape. The Jade Bear Clan is indebted to you, and your sacrifices on our behalf.” She lowered her head, gently touching her snout to his head. In an instant too quick to grasp, he felt an intricate casting of essence, will, and spirit infuse him. 
 
    
     Congratulations! You have rescued all survivors of the jade bear clan and completed the quest: Plight of the Bears. In reward the Jade Bear clan matriarch has bestowed upon you the title, Friend of the Bears. 
 
     Your actions have earned your party positive karma. Your karma has permanently changed to Good.  
 
   
 
      
 
    
     New trait gained! 
 
     Friend of the Bears: Unique trait. Effect unknown. 
 
   
 
     “Friend of the bears?” wondered Kyran aloud. 
 
    The matriarch chuckled, and chose not to enlighten him. “Oh, you’ll find out in good time.” Her momentary humour faded and she lowered her head, huffing unhappily. “It shames me to admit, two-legs, but this is all the help I can give. Sadly, the Jade Bears cannot fully repay our debt. We cannot aid you in your escape. The clan’s losses have been grievous. With the strange new magic of the kobolds that binds our minds, the survivors remain in peril. I must look to safeguarding my people first. I cannot risk further confrontation. Forgive me.” 
 
    Kyran hastened to reassure her. “No, please, lady, I would not think to demand such a sacrifice. I understand, only… How did the kobolds capture one as mighty as yourself? And where did they find such magic? From the little I’ve learnt of them they do not appear capable of such complex enchantments.” 
 
    “Our cubs, elf. They used our cubs against us. The little ones were captured outside the clan’s protection. The kobolds promised their freedom in exchange for the clan’s surrender. We did not trust them. But what choice did we have?” The matriarch bowed her head in grief.  
 
    “We agreed to their bargain. It was a mistake. They did not free the cubs as we hoped. Instead they enslaved us all. Some could not bear it and succumbed to madness. They were slaughtered.” The matriarch snarled in remembered fury. “It was foolish of me to accede to their demands. Now so many of my family lies dead.”  
 
    She shook her head clear of unwelcome memories. “But to the source of this magic. This, I do not know. It is evil and if you encounter it in your travels, I pray you cleanse the labyrinth of its foul stench.”  
 
    
     New quest! 
 
     Quest 8: Cleanse the labyrinth. 
 
     Objective: The Jade Bear clan matriarch has requested you find and cleanse the labyrinth of the domination collars that enslaved the bears and other beasts of the labyrinth. Find and eliminate the source.  
 
     Rank: Rare. 
 
     Reward: 6 Skill Points. 
 
   
 
    “Of course, lady. I will do my best to eliminate it. What will your clan do now?” 
 
    “We will return to the deep earth, whence few but the jade bears can travel. We shall be safe there. Is there aught else I can do for you before we leave?” 
 
    Kyran hesitated, wondering if he should pursue the matter, but information was power and at some point, he might need to know. “Yes… Have the jade bears ever encountered a white rock cavern with waterfall and lake?” 
 
    The matriarch cocked her head, studying him with an unreadable gaze. She replied, projecting her thoughts to Kyran alone. “I know of where you speak. It lies farther west, beyond the Western Core. But beware, its waters are claimed, you will find danger there.”  
 
    She paused and fixed Kyran with a stern gaze. “You dabble in dangerous matters, Kyran. Be careful lest your meddling brings danger to all in the labyrinth. Now, we must take our leave.” She nudged the still-frolicking Aiken. “Come, little one, time to go." 
 
    She turned and shuffled with regal grace back to her clan. Aiken skipped a few steps behind her then halted. His head swivelled back and forth between his mother and Kyran. 
 
    Kyran waved awkwardly, a lump unaccountably stuck in his throat. “Goodbye, fellow. We’ll miss you.” 
 
    Aiken’s stare pierced into Kyran, who only now realised how fond he had grown of the cub and how much he would miss him. 
 
    Aiken sat back on his haunches and huffed pleadingly at the matriarch. She stopped and then swung her great head from the cub to Kyran, and seemed to bow her head in permission. 
 
    Aiken roared in delight, causing all the bears to look up. He bounded towards Kyran in the real world and in the ether, demanded for Kyran to lower his psi shields. 
 
    Perplexed, Kyran let him in. 
 
    
     Your actions in freeing him from captivity and rescuing his clan, has earned the friendship of Aiken, who desires to continue his journey onwards with you. Aiken, a jade bear cub, has formed a bond-between-equals with you!  
 
     The bond-between-equals is a permanent bond and confers upon you the trait, companion-bonded and upon Aiken, player-bonded.  
 
   
 
      
 
    
     New trait gained! 
 
     Companion-bonded: All experience gained is shared equally amongst the bonded parties. Transforms the companion into a basic player. Death of the companion results in the loss of 25% of your total experience. 
 
   
 
    Kyran felt the matriarch’s presence in his mind, watching benignly. At the bond’s completion she nodded approvingly and resumed her shuffle to her clan, now one smaller. “This is a momentous day indeed. For the first time in memory a Jade Bear has bonded a two-legs. Take care of him, elf, and don’t spoil him—much. He needs a firm hand.”  
 
    “Oh, and beware once he learns mindspeech.” She chuckled. “I suspect he is going to be quite the talker.” Kyran, lost in the amazement of the bond, had no reply. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    After weeks of tramping through the wilds of Crotana, the Iyran paladin troop looked much worse for wear. The company had made landfall in East Harbour and forded the Sein River without mishap but since entering the Elder Forest, their progress had slowed. They had not encountered organised resistance and yet were opposed every step of the way—by lone beasts, dire wolf packs, roving bands of ogres and even a flight of wyvern. Through it all, the paladins and Commander Ruben had performed admirably. The attacks had been fended off without loss of life. But the niggling skirmishes and the constant vigilance they necessitated had taken its toll, and the paladins were noticeably wearied. With bowed heads and slumped shoulders, they rode in glum silence through the oppressive forest.  
 
    For Sara, the last few weeks had been enlightening. The vast array and manner of beasts they had encountered had driven home how different this world was from Earth. So too had she come to better understand the troops she nominally commanded. While she had floundered to understand the nature of the threats they faced, Commander Ruben had already formulated and executed a tactical response. Her respect for the gruff commander and the paladins had increased tenfold. 
 
    And now they finally neared their destination. Crota was only a few days away and the entire company, including Sara, looked forward to escaping the looming trees and feeling the sun on their face once more. 
 
   
 
  



Game Data 
 
      
 
    
     Aiken Profile (Condensed) 
 
       
 
     Name: Aiken 
 
     Class: Player Companion (This is a special class conferred to a player-bonded). 
 
     Race: Jade Great Bear (Elder Beast) 
 
     Level: 12 (cub) 
 
     Health: 240/240 
 
     Stamina: 1000/1000 
 
     Will: 1200/1200 
 
     Essence: 400/400 
 
       
 
     Attacks 
 
     Physical: 24 (blunt, slash). 
 
     Spell: 12 (earth). 
 
       
 
     Defences 
 
     Physical Defence: 18 
 
     Psi Defence: 30 
 
     Spell Defence: 20 
 
       
 
     Abilities (active): 
 
     Terrifying roar, Rending bite, Mauling attack, Stone dive, Healing wave. 
 
       
 
     Abilities (passive): 
 
     Earth immunity, Poison resistance, Jade Skin, Earth Sight. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Ability: Stone Dive 
 
     Skill: Racial Unique (Jade Great Bears). 
 
     Description: This ability, unique to jade great bears, allows them to travel through the earth. When resurfacing the bear may trigger a stone tremor. Warning: This ability does not work through dense rock material or earth with high mineral concentrations. 
 
     Rank: Novice. 
 
     Cost: 200 Will. 
 
     Execution time: 5 seconds. 
 
     Duration: 1 min x level (max time spent travelling through the earth). 
 
     Damage: Inflicts a maximum of 1 x level of earth damage to the targets (stone tremor). 
 
     Debuff: Causes creatures in the area of effect to be knocked down. May be resisted (stone tremor). 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Ability: Terrifying Roar 
 
     Skill: Telepathy. 
 
     Description: This ability causes the targets in the immediate area of effect to become dazed and those farther away to become terrified. 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. 
 
     Duration: 10 seconds x level. 
 
     Area of effect: Radius of 1m x level around caster (daze). Radius of 5m x level around caster (terrified). 
 
     Debuff: Causes hostile creatures in the area of effect to become dazed or terrified. May be resisted. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Ability: Healing Wave 
 
     Skill: Supportive magic. 
 
     Description: Restores the lost health of all allies around the caster. 
 
     Rank: Novice. 
 
     Cost: 40 Essence. 
 
     Execution time: 5 seconds. 
 
     Area of effect: Radius of 1m x level around caster. 
 
     Healing: Restores health of 1 HP x level to allies in area of effect. 
 
   
 
    


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    Part Three 
 
    


 
  
 
  

 Chapter 14                  
 
    24 Augi 2603 AB 
 
      
 
    The companion bond is often misunderstood for something other. When formed between beast and men it is usually likened to the beast bond and when between men, a soul or vassal bond. 
 
    Yet it is neither of these things. It does not a require a vow or pledge, nor does it subject one to the other’s will. It is truly a bond amongst equals, that gives neither half control. 
 
    It is a meeting of minds, a conjoining, spurred by empathy and is almost always spontaneously triggered from shared trauma. – from the writings of naturalist Johlya Seerixa. 
 
      
 
    The Jade Bear clan had left to find a new home in the deeps. Adra and Gaesin had witnessed the miraculous bonding between elf and bear. She had seen the delight in Aiken and felt no small portion of her own, both for the fact that the cub had decided to stay and the unfettered joy it brought him. Adra had spent much of her life travelling across the domains and she knew that bondings of the sort between Kyran and Aiken were rare. Certainly, she had never heard of a bond between a sentient and one of the mythical races before.  
 
    She had observed the burgeoning bond between the two and had first worried that Kyran was somehow manipulating the cub into such an end. But after days of judicious observation she realised this was not the case; that despite the pain-wracked soul that she sometimes caught glimpse of in Kyran's gaze, he cared, and not just for the cub but for Adra and Gaesin as well.  
 
    Perhaps, she mused, Kyran was truly what he seemed, a lord to whom she could wholeheartedly give her loyalty. Time would tell. Adra shifted her gaze to Kyran. He and the cub were still lost within the bond, silently communing with each other. They would be at it hours yet as the bond settled and conjoined their spirits.  
 
    She glanced at Gaesin who stared at the pair with a hint of envy, whether of Aiken or Kyran she knew not. Another lost cub, Gaesin was. She elbowed him roughly in the side, startling him out of his reverie. “Come, let’s give them some space and make ourselves useful.” Jutting her chin in the direction of the slavers’ camp, she said, “Those provisions are not going to gather themselves.” Reluctantly, Gaesin let Adra drag him off.  
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Hours later, Kyran surfaced out of the bond. So lost had he been in his commune with Aiken that he had been deaf to his surroundings. He was vaguely aware of Adra and Gaesin leaving and returning with piles of supplies, which he realised with a start was what the mound in front of him was. 
 
    He looked to Aiken, instinctively knowing where he was despite the cub being out of his sight. Being a natural telepath, Aiken had adapted much quicker to the bond. In fact, Kyran got the distinct impression that this bond was commonplace amongst the bears, forming naturally between pairs and even groups of them over the course of their lives. A trickle of fear—quickly repressed—shivered through him. With a bond such as this, how much must it have hurt for the bears to lose their bond mates? No wonder some had gone mad.  
 
    Despite his attempt to hide his fears from Aiken, the cub sensed it and sent waves of reassurance his way. The companion bond between them was altogether different from other bonds he had experienced. It was deeper, stronger, and less a bond, than a union of their spirits. The bear was a large central presence in his mind. Likewise a portion of his mind resided within the bear. No longer would either of them be truly alone—they were now indelibly a part of each other. It would be almost impossible too, he realised belatedly, to hide any of his thoughts from the bear. Not, he hastened to reassure the cub, that he would ever want to. The cub’s amusement washed over him, accompanied by images of two bears. One of the bears was clearly Aiken, the other a huge silvery monster—that he noted with amusement rivalled the matriarch for size—was evidently Kyran. “Yes, brother,” he agreed. “We are pack now and of one spirit.”  
 
    He looked up to find Adra and Gaesin approaching, arms filled with scavenged items. “How are you feeling, Kyran?” asked Adra. 
 
    “Like I could sleep for days.” He shook his head ruefully. “I did not expect any of that.” 
 
    Adra smiled. “The cub has a mind of his own.” 
 
    Kyran laughed. “That he does.” He gestured to the mound. “What do we have here?” 
 
    Gaesin said, “Everything in the slavers’ camp that could be of any possible use.” He opened his arms, letting the items he carried fall onto the mound. “This is the last of them.” He hesitated, glancing at Aiken. “We found more jade skin hides but... we weren’t sure whether to bring them.” 
 
    “But you did?” At Gaesin’s hesitant nod, Kyran nodded approvingly. “Good, the bears do not attach any sentiment to their dead's remains. The matriarch told me so herself.” 
 
    “Ah good. I mean—not good, but we were worried…” said Gaesin, flushing slightly in embarrassment. 
 
    “Let’s have a look at what we have here.” 
 
    Kyran inspected the pile. Most of it was kobold armour and travel rations. He grimaced. The kobold rations, while nourishing, were not appetising. But they would have to travel hard again in the next few days and the rations would be invaluable.  
 
    There were objects of greater value in the pile though. 
 
    
     Found: 150 x bronze spears (215 kg). 
 
     Found: 53 x bronze chainmail vests (360 kg). 
 
     Found: Jade Bear skins x 28 (28 kg). 
 
     Found: Kobold basic travel rations x 50 (10 kg).  
 
     Found: 5 gold, 25 silver. 
 
     Found: 45 x collar of domination. 
 
     Found: 1 x Shaman’s fire staff (1.5 kg). 
 
     Found: 1 x Shaman’s water staff (1.5 kg). 
 
     Found: 30 x Poison Shrooms (0.5 kg). 
 
     Found: 4 x Minor healing salves (0.2 kg). 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Acquired: 25 x frost ophidian skins. 
 
     Type: Crafting ingredient. Weight: 0.5 kg. Rank: Rare. Special properties: +75% resistance to water damage to armour crafted from this material. Description: Frost ophidian skins are a rare crafting ingredient that confer water resistance to items crafted from it. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Acquired: Spellcaster’s Ring. 
 
     Type: Enchanted Item. 
 
     Weight: 0.2 kg. 
 
     Rank: Adept. 
 
     Special Properties: +15% Wands & Staff skill. 
 
     Requirements: none. 
 
     Condition: Good. 
 
     Description: An enchanted ring crafted by the artificer, Lesh, this ring amplifies the power of a wizard’s spells when casting through his staff. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Acquired: Bracelet of Magical Shield. 
 
     Type: Enchanted Item. 
 
     Weight: 0.0 kg. 
 
     Rank: Adept. 
 
     Special Properties: Can cast magic shield. 
 
     Requirements: Supportive magic (novice). 
 
     Enchantment strength: 20 (Determined by enchanter). 
 
     Charges: 1/1 (160 essence required per charge). 
 
     Condition: Good. 
 
     Description: Infused within this bracelet is the spell design for the magic shield spell. Crafted by the artificer, Lesh. 
 
   
 
    He sighed. There were too many items to fit in his inventory. He dumped its contents, creating another little pile and then prioritising the rarest and most useful items, he repacked it. He made sure to keep all the jade bear hides, the ophidian skins and the poisonous mushrooms. The domination collars he destroyed immediately, wanting nothing to do with them. The enchanted ring and bracelet he fingered with interest. The game reported both as being created by ‘Lesh’. The calibre of both items seemed out of place, magical items of greater sophistication and skill than anything else he had found on the kobolds. Much like the collar. Who or what was ‘Lesh’? He handed both over to Gaesin, who was beside himself with gratitude. 
 
    He waved aside Gaesin’s thanks and with Adra’s help, divided the rations into four piles. They each would carry one. The largest pile they shoved in the large pack, comparing its size to Aiken. Sensing his thoughts, the cub rebelled, going so far as to hide within the earth. 
 
    Gaesin and Adra laughed at the bear’s antics while Kyran sighed in exasperation. “It’s your food, Aiken. It’s this or go hungry, brother.”  
 
    Sheepishly, Aiken resurfaced, and allowed the companions to strap on the large bag onto him. Packed and ready to go, the party set off on the long journey back to the North Core cavern—in hope that the way remained open still. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    The party was upbeat, having successfully rescued the bears and defeated the kobold slavers. Kyran, though, was still troubled by the domination collars. The number of collars the slavers had carried was startling. As were the two sophisticated enchantments they bore. 
 
    The kobolds were primitive and surely did not have the capacity to construct advanced artefacts of this sort. The bears did not know where the collars had come from either. Who provided the collars to the kobolds and why? Then there was the strange matter of the kobolds fortifying the North Core and the army on its way there. The matriarch had been surprised to hear of it and the undead had not known of it either. 
 
    Kyran did not like what his instincts were telling him. That he was being hunted. Maybe he was being paranoid but his intuition had served him well on the streets. He was not about to ignore it now. They had to get out of the labyrinth fast. Sensing his troubled thoughts, Aiken projected a query at him. 
 
    “I fear we are being hunted, brother,” he said, accompanying the sending with images of kobold parties converging on them. 
 
    Aiken returned an image of a young—and much handsomer bear—bowling over and gleefully mauling his way through the kobolds. 
 
    Kyran laughed, his mood lightened by Aiken's straightforward and bloodthirsty approach. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    A week had passed since Elasien’s message. The brotherhood party had force-marched north until they reached the area through which the Iyran company was likely to pass. That had been four days ago. 
 
    Mirien and the rest of Deegan’s team had been confined to camp while Falsin’s rangers searched for the paladins. Mirien had wanted to join the hunt but Deegan forbade it. He insisted she remained at camp in case they deployed without notice. 
 
    With little to do, Mirien had fretted over the forthcoming battle. She turned scenarios over in her mind but no matter how hard she tried, she could not come up with a plan in which twenty brotherhood soldiers defeated one hundred veteran paladins. The days passed and her anxiety waned, turning first into frustration, then boredom, then impatience and finally concern—mixed with relief—as she began to suspect they had missed the Iyran paladin company altogether. 
 
    But all that changed this morning.  
 
    The rangers finally found the paladins. The Iyran company had made poor time through the forest and were still days east of their position. Unlike the brotherhood party, the Iyran one had favoured force over stealth and were carving out a path through the forest by brute force, all but shouting out their presence. They drew attacks from far and wide, and while the paladins handled the attacks handily, their progress through the forest had been considerably slowed. 
 
    Deegan, Mirien and Falsin gathered in the camp’s makeshift command centre to finalise the plans for the ambush. After hours of discussion it became apparent that they had no new ground to cover. They had failed to come up with a viable plan. Tempers frayed and the conversation quickly broke down into snapped remarks, growls, and grunts of frustration. Mirien withdrew into silence. The rangers’ report on the Iyran company’s progress had given her an idea. She turned it over in her mind as a plan began to take shape. Both team leaders darted her several looks, noting her silence. They left her undisturbed, trusting her to voice her thoughts when ready. 
 
    “There might be a way,” said Mirien at last. The two men immediately fell silent and focused their attention on her. They knew as well as she did that their conversation had devolved into hollow rehashing of futile plans. Both were relieved to leave off and eagerly awaited her thoughts. 
 
    “We’ve been attempting to come up with a plan in which twenty brotherhood soldiers can defeat a hundred paladins, accompanied by a champion, no less. And we have failed. It is time we accept such is not possible.”  
 
    Deegan lowered his brows unhappily. “You’re not suggesting—” 
 
    Mirien held up her hand. “Hear me out. We don’t have the numbers. But we can use others who do.” 
 
    “How?” growled Deegan. 
 
    “The goblin tribe,” said Mirien. 
 
    “Goblins?” laughed Falsin. “How do you propose on securing their allegiance? They are half-feral and likely to attack on sight.” 
 
    “Exactly,” said Mirien. “We don’t need their cooperation. Instead we trust to their nature and lure them into the paladins’ path, after which they will surely do our work for us.” 
 
    Falsin scowled. “The tribe is camped half a day north of here. That is a long time to keep them on the hook, not to mention dangerous for the bait—which will no doubt be my rangers.” 
 
    Mirien shrugged. “Would you rather face the paladins in open combat? Because that is the only other choice.” 
 
    Falsin’s scowl deepened but he offered no further protest. He did not like the idea of using his rangers as bait but the plan had merit. 
 
    Deegan, meanwhile, looked thoughtful. “How many goblins do you think you can lure?” 
 
    Falsin considered. “The tribe is about two thousand strong with maybe five hundred warriors. Assuming the goblins don’t leave their camp undefended, I’d guess they would send, perhaps two hundred warriors in pursuit of anyone found foolishly wandering their perimeter.” 
 
    Deegan nodded. “Yes, it could work. The idea is sound, Mirien, but the goblins will not be enough on their own. We will need to lure more of the forest denizens into the paladins’ path.” 
 
    Falsin and Mirien traded looks. Falsin said, “There is a pack of dire wolves but no… they’re too smart to attack a force of that size. Hmm… there is a family of ogres to the west and some mud golems to the south. We should be able to lure them.” 
 
    “Good,” said Deegan. “What else?” 
 
    They fell silent, thinking. Mirien hesitated, then said, “What of the manticore mating pair in that valley we skirted a day back?” 
 
    “No!” said Falsin in time to Deegan’s “Yes!” 
 
    “Don’t be a fool, Deegan! Tangling with manticores is insanity and trying to lure them even crazier.” 
 
    “It is a risk, I agree, Falsin, but one we must hazard. The golems, goblins and ogres alone won’t stop the paladins, no matter their numbers. The manticores, though. They are highly resistant to divine magic and even a company of paladins will be hard-pressed to deal with a pair of them.” 
 
    Falsin nodded glumly.  
 
    Deegan’s eyes sparkled with amusement. He said, “Cheer up, Falsin. Leave the manticores to Mirien and me. You and your rangers can handle the rest.” 
 
    Falsin glanced at Mirien and if anything, looked glummer.  
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 15                  
 
    06 Sepa 2603 AB 
 
      
 
    The journey north was uneventful. They had made good progress and would reach the North Core tomorrow. Adra had chosen a small cul-de-sac as their camp and the three moved about efficiently setting up for the night, while Aiken kept watch. 
 
    Looking at his companions, Kyran realised that in a relatively short span of time that they had become a well-knit team. There was little talk as everyone knew their assigned chores. Adra had taken naturally to her role as the party scout and Gaesin was growing into his position as their healer and support caster. Aiken, naturally, would slot into the role of front-line melee trooper. 
 
    With the chores done, they discussed what tomorrow would bring. “I suspect we will see a heavy kobold presence near the Core. We will need to proceed cautiously,” said Kyran. 
 
    “And if we encounter patrols? Do we fight?” asked Adra. 
 
    Kyran shook his head. “Not until we know what we face. We proceed in stealth for as long as we can.” 
 
    Gaesin nodded in agreement. Aiken, his great bulk lying across the tunnel mouth, huffed loudly in dissent. 
 
    Ignoring Aiken’s displeasure at letting kobolds escape, Kyran turned to Adra. “We will be depending on you to guide us around the kobold patrols.” 
 
    Adra nodded, accepting the responsibility. 
 
    “Between Adra’s scouting and my show hostiles, we will be well forewarned and able to detour around any patrols. But Aiken will have to travel belowground—we have little chance of hiding his great bulk otherwise.” 
 
    Aiken’s indignant reply set the party laughing, and in high spirits, they settled down for the night. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    The party broke camp early the next morning and set out immediately. The first few hours passed without incident, yet steadily the tension grew. They hoped not to, but expected to encounter resistance. Near noon, the moment Kyran dreaded arrived.  
 
    “Kobolds ahead,” sent Adra. 
 
    Kyran waited. A moment later. “A small party, ten in number heading north. We can evade them by taking the side tunnel fifty metres ahead of you.” 
 
    Kyran agreed and the party regrouped in the new tunnel. Adra took the lead once more and they set out. An hour later they encountered another kobold party, ten strong again. This one too, they easily evaded. Few hours later, after avoiding six more patrols, all of uniform size, it was apparent that the patrols were but part of a larger well-organised force. 
 
    Kyran was now certain that the North Core had been reclaimed. What worried him was the size of the occupying force and whether they would be able to break through. With at least eighty kobolds on patrol alone, it had to be a significant one. They would find out soon; they were almost there. 
 
    “I’ve reached the cavern,” said Adra. Involuntarily, Kyran stopped, Gaesin with him. He waited patiently. The suspense dragged on for long minutes. Shifting anxiously from foot to foot, Kyran was about to prompt Adra when she replied, “There are at least five hundred kobolds camped here.” 
 
    Kyran’s heart plummeted. Besides him, Gaesin paled. As he feared, it was too many. Sensing Kyran’s thoughts, a silent apology floated up from Aiken. “No, brother, this is not your fault,” Kyran reassured him. He called Adra back. They had some difficult decisions to make. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Adra returned quickly, panting slightly from her haste. “Kyran, the kobolds look to be preparing for a long stay, with permanent fortifications going up. I spotted at least ten shamans and three troops of elite guards. 
 
    Kyran nodded unhappily. It was no use. The four of them could not defeat a force of that size. Not without careful forethought and planning. And likely, not even then. But they couldn’t stay here. It was too dangerous. “We retreat and then figure out our next move.” 
 
    The rest of the day went by in a blur as the party dodged kobold patrols. By day’s end the party escaped undetected, reaching their camp of the night before, this time with much lower spirits. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Kyran had a decision to make. Since receiving the quest to find the thirteenth well, he had not thought much about it. Now though, it offered hope. He pulled out Eld’s note and reread it. And then the map from the undead, scrutinising it.  
 
    Two choices lay before him. One, head back to the North Core and attempt to force a way through the kobolds or…. Two, try to exit the labyrinth through the dwarven city. To do that, he needed to take control of the city. What exactly that entailed, he was not sure. But it required an essence well, that much he knew. Which meant finding the thirteenth well. The matriarch had said it was beyond the West Core. A journey of many days, he saw, staring down at the map. What worried him was her vague description of death surrounding it. 
 
    So, which way to go? The first option was straightforward and dangerous, and if he was being honest, almost impossible. The second, longer, convoluted, and likely no less dangerous but perhaps… possible. 
 
    He glanced at his companions. In the days they had been together, they had bonded well. Adra and Gaesin had not questioned his decision to rescue Aiken’s family and in his haste to aid the great bears, he realised that he had made the choice alone. Unconscionably, he had not considered them in a decision that likely destroyed their hope of escape. It was still the right choice, he believed, and an urgent one at the time. 
 
    But this was not. This was a decision for the party. As its leader, he would bear responsibility for however they chose, but that did not mean he had to make the choice alone, without input. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Kyran approached the campfire. Gaesin and Adra looked weary from the long chase. Aiken opened an eye at his step then closed it again. “How is everyone? All rested?” asked Kyran. 
 
    The pair shrugged tiredly. “Has anyone thought about what we do next?” 
 
    Gaesin and Adra exchanged quick glances. Aiken dozed on, disinterested. “That is for you to decide, Kyran. We will follow where you lead,” Adra answered for them both. 
 
    Rather than argue the point, Kyran asked instead, “But have you given the matter any thought? What do you think we should do next, Adra? Gaesin?” 
 
    Again, the wondering exchange of glances. Gaesin said, “What else, Kyran? But to head back and try to break through the kobold blockade?” 
 
    “Or were you thinking about heading back to Crota?” asked Adra, licking her whiskers nervously. 
 
    Kyran shook his head, and sat down beside them. “No, not Crota, but there is perhaps another option.” 
 
    Both perked up at this, curious. “We can head south, to the dwarven city, and attempt to escape the labyrinth that way. The route will be long, and the dangers unknown, but at least we will have hope of success.” 
 
    Adra frowned doubtfully, “Did the vampire lord not say the gates were locked, beyond our means to open?” 
 
    Kyran said evasively. “There may be a way to open them.” 
 
    Adra and Gaesin waited attentively for Kyran to continue. 
 
    He hesitated, then said forthrightly, “But I cannot tell you how. Revealing the means of its opening will unnecessarily endanger you.” 
 
    Seeing that Adra was about to protest he added, “To a far greater extent than you currently are. Please, trust me on this.” 
 
    The pair subsided and Adra nodded uncertainly. Kyran continued, “To open the dwarven city gates, we will have to detour west. I don’t know what we will encounter there but it will likely be dangerous.” 
 
    Kyran stopped, awaiting their response. Adra asked carefully, “What is at this detour?” 
 
    “It is called White Rock cavern. The matriarch gave me its location.” 
 
    Aiken sleepily acknowledged this, sending a flurry of images to the trio that showed the cavern’s location. 
 
    Adra cocked her head. “So you planned on heading there already?” 
 
    Kyran shook his head. “No, but I knew it was possible—even likely—that the kobolds would reach the North Core before us and that escape there may not be possible. So, I prepared for the possibility.” 
 
    Adra nodded slowly, not challenging this. “We cannot fight our way through the North Core. If another way out exists, we should take it.” 
 
    Gaesin nodded in agreement. 
 
    “I thought so too,” said Kyran. “Tomorrow then, we set off west.” 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    The next day the party began the long journey to the Western Core. By Adra’s estimate, it would take them at least ten days to make the journey. At times it seemed to Kyran that the party had been stuck in the labyrinth forever, travelling its length back and forth but it had only been two months since they had left Crota. 
 
    They would make the trip at a more leisurely pace than their frantic treks of the weeks before. That night, after an uneventful day’s journey, the party made camp early. It was time, thought Kyran, that the party addressed a facet of their development that they had ignored thus far. 
 
    Even in their mad scramble to catch the slavers and return to the North Core, the party had persevered in their study of the Champion’s Handbook. Kyran had made sure of this. Now though, all three had learnt as much as the book had to teach and it was time to move onto other things.  
 
    “Adra, Gaesin, what are your civilian skills and level?” 
 
    Both focused internally, accessing their player data. “I’m level fourteen and my civilian skills are fletching, nature lore, camping, and mapping,” said Adra. 
 
    “And mine are lore and scribe,” said Gaesin. He added sheepishly, “I am only civilian level two though.” 
 
    “We have been travelling quite rapidly the last few weeks and have spent most of that time absorbed with understanding the game mechanics. In the weeks ahead we should focus on our civilian abilities, especially yours, Adra, since they are needed for the scout class. From now onwards we will make camp early every night and dedicate a few hours to training our civilian skills.” 
 
    Gaesin groaned and said under his breath, “If I wanted more studying, I would have stayed at Iltenial academy.” 
 
    Ignoring his rebellious mutterings, Kyran said, “Now, Adra, which civilian skills can you practice that will give you the most experience gains?” 
 
    Adra wrinkled her nose in thought. “Fletching probably… the experience gained per arrow crafted is small but I can craft them quite quickly and I am in need of arrows anyway.” 
 
    “Do you have the necessary materials?” 
 
    “Yes, I can cannibalise the kobold spears—both their shafts and tips will be adequate as raw materials.” 
 
    “Anything else you can work on?” 
 
    “Mapping possibly, if we have parchment and pen to spare. There’s not much I can do with nature lore and camping. No material for the one, and the other is too time-consuming.” 
 
    “Gaesin has ink and paper to spare. Good, you will practice your fletching and mapping then.” 
 
    He turned his gaze to Gaesin, who was doing his best to turn invisible. “Gaesin?” 
 
    “Uhm… I don’t know, nothing I think.” 
 
    “Gaesin,” said Kyran patiently, “you have scribing supplies—which you know already. What is the problem?” 
 
    Gaesin mumbled something incomprehensible. “Gaesin?” Kyran prompted. 
 
    “I hate studying!” he burst out.  
 
    Kyran nodded equably. “And?” he prompted again. 
 
    Gaesin looked perplexed by his response, then scowled. “What do you mean ‘and’? I hate studying, so I won’t do it!” 
 
    Kyran exchanged an amused glance with Adra. He tried again. “Gaesin,” he asked gently, “why do you fear studying?” 
 
    Gaesin glowered fiercely. “I don’t. I just don’t like it.”  
 
    Kyran stared at him in consternation, wondering how to get past the youth’s stubbornness. 
 
    Taking pity on him, Adra said, “Let me talk to him, Kyran. I’m sure he will come around. She looked pointedly at Gaesin. “Without forcing you to resort to a command.” Gaesin hung his head, not meeting her gaze. 
 
    Kyran happily left the matter in Adra’s capable hands. He moved off some distance to give them some privacy and began scrying, practicing his own civilian skills. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Thirty minutes later, Adra approached Kyran with a shamefaced Gaesin in tow. “Can we disturb you, Kyran?” 
 
    At his nod, both dropped next to him. Without further preamble Adra began, “Gaesin has agreed to work on both his lore and scribe skills. However, he will need help with his lore.” She nodded to Gaesin to explain further. 
 
    Kyran noted that Adra had not explained the reason behind Gaesin’s reluctance or how, despite this, she had convinced him, but he let the matter lie, deciding to let the conversation play out as Adra desired.  
 
    Gaesin said sullenly, “Observe is the base ability of the Lore skill. It allows me to understand the workings of skills and abilities I don’t have. To do this, I have to repeatedly observe them. 
 
    “Once I have learnt an ability, I can use the mimic novice ability to temporarily use it. This lets me either scribe or cast it.” 
 
    “A powerful and useful skill, one well worth developing,” noted Kyran. He wished he had it. “So, you need someone to observe, is that right? Someone to cast a spell whose workings you can observe?” 
 
    “Yes. Any novice spell or skill I don’t already know. My lore skill is not high enough for any higher-ranked spells.” 
 
    “Of course, I will help, but what about Aiken?” 
 
    “Aiken?” 
 
    “Yes, he has the healing wave ability, and that isn’t available to either of us. For a novice-ranked spell, it is quite powerful. If you observed and scribed that, not only would it help with your civilian levelling but it will provide a set of scrolls that will certainly be of great use to us.” 
 
    Gaesin brightened. “You’re right. Those will be useful.” 
 
    “Can anyone cast the scribed spells?” 
 
    Gaesin shook his head. “Sadly no. The skill pre-requisites still apply. I can only assume such a spell would require the supportive magic skill so both of us should be able to cast it. But not Adra.” 
 
    Kyran pondered the possibilities. “You can even try observing and casting Aiken’s other abilities. Think what we could do with stone dive!” 
 
    Gaesin’s eyes shone, his excitement rising as the possibilities began to occur to him as well. “Of course, why didn’t I think of that!” He sprang to his feet, calling for Aiken. 
 
    Cranking one eye open to observe the half-elf’s enthusiastic approach, Aiken cast a reproachable gaze at Kyran for setting the youngling on him. 
 
    Kyran smiled. He turned to Adra, who was nodding approvingly at him. “Well done, Kyran. Now he is well and truly hooked.” 
 
    Kyran nodded back. “And to you as well. Good job.” 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Game Data 
 
      
 
    
     Ability: Observe 
 
     Lore: Knowledge. 
 
     Description: This spell allows the caster to gain temporary knowledge of skills and abilities that he does not possess. Warning: This knowledge remains inert within the caster until it is activated with a mimic ability, after which the knowledge is lost and must be regained. 
 
     Rank: Base. 
 
     Cost: 80 Will per hour. 
 
     Execution time: Instantaneous. 
 
     Buff: Places the caster in a heightened state during which he can gain knowledge of unknown skills and abilities. Observation time required decreased by 0.5% x skill. 
 
     Duration: Infinite (activated ability). 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Ability: Mimic novice ability 
 
     Lore: Knowledge. 
 
     Description: This spell allows the caster to activate an observed ability. Warning: only one mimicked ability may be active at a time. 
 
     Rank: Novice. 
 
     Cost: 40 Will. 
 
     Execution time: 60 seconds. 
 
     Buff: Mimicked ability can be cast. Note: the mimicked ability’s strength is determined by the lore skill (at 0.5 x lore skill). 
 
     Duration: Mimicked ability retained (useable) for 1 min x skill. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Ability: Scribe novice spells 
 
     Lore: Scribe. 
 
     Description: This ability allows the player to scribe known novice spells. 
 
     Cost: 40 Will. 
 
     Execution time: 5 minutes. 
 
     Requirements: Scribe set and blank scroll x 1 (consumed). 
 
     Effect: Creates a single-use inscription item (scroll) of novice rank. 


 
   
 
   
 
  

 Chapter 16                  
 
    06 Sepa 2603 AB 
 
      
 
    Iyran paladin companies which are amongst the most feared cavalry in Myelad are formed exclusively of humans. Many wonder if this is not the secret of their success. That it is not their training, strength of arms and equipment that make them so feared but instead, the vicious, warlike nature of humans. – anonymous philosopher. 
 
      
 
    Sara nudged her horse forward. After weeks in the forest, the snow-white destrier had lost his parade-ground shine, his once-pristine coat liberally coated in dust and covered with burrs. Weeks of hard use had taken its toll on the horses and despite daily ministrations by the paladins, no few of the war mounts had become lamed, lost in battle or otherwise impaired and had to be abandoned. Commander Ruben had brought along a string of remounts but soon these would run out too and the paladins would be reduced to walking. 
 
    The company entered a long, shallow gorge. Turning around, Sara observed the line of paladins snaking behind her, still in travelling formation even after half a day’s journey. Which was unusual. Turning to Commander Ruben riding companionably next to her, she said, “Quiet today, isn’t it? I could almost believe we are out for a leisurely country ride.” 
 
    The commander clicked his horse forward and took a moment before he answered, “Yes, too quiet. It does not bode well.” 
 
    Sara’s smile faded as she digested the commander’s response. “You sense something?” she asked softly. “Have the scouts reported anything amiss?” 
 
    “No, milady, but my gut tells me something is awry. And I did not get to this ripe old age by ignoring my instincts.” 
 
    The commander was not a day over forty. Hardly old and decrepit. She let this pass without comment, worried by his sense of unease. After weeks of travelling with them, Sara had learnt to trust these warriors. If the commander was troubled, then so too should she be. “Should we take precautions?” 
 
    “Ah, that is the rub of it, milady. Without knowing the nature of the threat we face there is little we can do to prepare that will not slow us down. And time is of the essence. We can only remain vigilant.” 
 
    As if conjured by the commander’s fears, two of the forward scouts appeared in the path ahead, hurrying back to the company. The paladins travelled with a light screen of scouts only, all held close to the main body. The commander was unwilling to let them range, trusting to the strength of the company to fend off any threats. 
 
    “Commander, milady,” the lead scout panted, grinding to a halt before them. “Goblins. Fast approaching from the western end of the gorge.” 
 
    The commander spun his horse back to face his two lieutenants. He shouted, “Battle formations! Alert the men, goblins ahead.” 
 
    The veteran lieutenants saluted wordlessly and galloped down the column. The forest's tranquillity was shattered by the sounds of men preparing for war. All along the line, squad sergeants shouted out orders, and soldiers swung into formation, unfastening shields and loosening swords in scabbards. 
 
    Satisfied that all was in hand with the company, the commander swung back to the scouts. "How many and how far away?" 
 
    The scout, a young corporal, shook his head. "Unclear, sir, the forest shrouds their numbers but by my estimate, at least two hundred." He looked at his fellow who nodded in confirmation and continued, "And no more than five minutes ahead, travelling fast and armed for battle." 
 
    The commander nodded and dismissed the two scouts. "Well done, soldiers, go join your squads and prepare for battle." 
 
    As the scouts hurried away, Sara asked quietly, "Commander?" 
 
    "Forest goblins, milady. A nomadic warlike people. There have been reports of large bands of them roving these forests. I am surprised we did not encounter them before this. But they should prove no match for the company." 
 
    Just then the scouts from the rear ran up and reported, "Sir! A band of ogres and a pack of mud golems have entered the gorge behind us, heading straight for the company." 
 
    Sara frowned in consternation. Goblins to the front, and ogres and golems to the rear. Attacking at the same time? That could not be coincidence. Especially when the two-pronged assault effectively bottled the company in. While the sides of the gorge were shallow, its slopes were too steep and littered with rocks for the horses to make it out. The company was trapped. 
 
    The commander misliked the coincidence too. "An ambush," he muttered, "but by whom?" He scanned the ridges of the gorge, trying by will alone, to pierce the thick foliage that enveloped them. He spotted no further signs of enemies. In disgust, he abandoned the task as futile and summoned the company’s lieutenants and senior sergeants. "Lieutenant Bayle, form up three squads facing west to meet the goblins. Lieutenant Scelin, three squads to the rear to meet the ogres and golems. And make sure the men dismount first!" At Sara's questioning look he added, "Not even battle-trained mounts can overcome their instinctive fear of ogres. 
 
    "Sergeant Nolan, hold three squads in the middle in reserve and guard the champion. 
 
    "Sergeant Amira, take your squad and scout out the ridges. Make damn sure no further surprises await us." 
 
    With a chorus of "yes sirs" the officers dispersed to execute the commander’s orders. Sara watched the organised chaos of the company as she had countless times before. This time though the sight failed to soothe her; her uneasiness about the battle ahead mounting. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    On the northern ridge, hidden by the thick forest underbrush, Deegan and Falsin watched in appreciative silence as the paladin company went about the business of war. Their self-assurance, even in the face of an unexpected ambush was daunting. Scattered along the ridge were the rest of the brotherhood party. Luring the goblins and ogres had gone off without a hitch and the rangers involved had safely re-joined the team. 
 
    Now only Mirien had still to return. 
 
    "She's late. You think she is all right?" whispered Falsin. 
 
    Deegan grunted noncommittally, ignoring his own unease at her lateness. "Mirien is a big girl, Falsin. She can take care of herself. Stop worrying." He turned his attention back to the paladin scouts investigating the southern ridge. They were almost done there and would head here next. 
 
    Soon he would be forced to engage them or abandon this ridge. Damn. Where was Mirien? His apprehension over his missing elven apprentice was interrupted by the whooping war cries of the goblin horde spilling through the western end of the gorge. The rangers had done well. There were over three hundred bloodthirsty goblin warriors bearing down on the paladins.  
 
    Forest goblins were diminutive versions of their larger cousins from the Wazrak plains. Like all goblins, they had the characteristic green skin, bulging eyes, bulbous nose and oversized ears. What distinguished them from other goblins was their exceptional climbing skills and uncanny camouflage abilities. They were stealth hunters and excelled at leaping out of ambush at prey. 
 
    The forest goblins were dressed in hide armour and equipped with skinning knives, scimitars, spears or longbows. In a straight-up battle such as the one they were heading into, they were grossly outmatched by the heavily armoured paladins facing them. The horde’s shrieks faltered briefly when they spotted the dressed lines of mounted cavalry awaiting them. It was not the bevy of fleeing rangers they expected. 
 
    But their flicker of surprise only stilled them momentarily. In moments their war cries regained its previous crescendo and they flooded down the gorge in a seemingly unstoppable tide. All goblins are more than a little blood-crazed, thought Deegan disparagingly. At the slightest provocation the average goblin would joyously join battle, overcome by battle lust. This bunch seemed especially foolish, engaging veteran paladins in dressed and waiting lines with nary a care. But it served the brotherhood’s purpose admirably.  
 
    As the goblin horde neared, the paladins dropped their visors, lowered their lances and began a disciplined canter forward. Their charge gathered momentum and golden auras flickered into being as the riders activated their divine shields. In a few steps their canter turned into a full gallop and the gorge was filled with the thundering hooves of one of the realms’ most feared cavalries. 
 
    An instant before the two lines closed, each paladin released a starburst, the divines’ signature offensive magical attack. From each horseman, a burst of holy flames roared into the woefully unprepared horde, searing limbs and armour alike. 
 
    The defenceless goblins’ battle cries turned to yelps of agony as the starbursts burned through their ranks, melting through bone, flesh and armour with equal disdain. In the face of the divine wrath, the horde fell back. The goblins’ woes were not over however. The starburst attack was only the precursor. Remorseless, the Iyran paladins followed through with a devastating charge, cleaving through the hapless goblins. 
 
    The goblins that remained standing sought to retaliate, thrusting their knives and spears at the shielded paladins and mounts. Their blows however were too weak and clanged uselessly against the riders’ divine shields.  
 
    In a single charge the paladins had all but decimated the goblin horde of over three hundred. Not done yet, the paladins dropped their lances and drew swords and shields to hack down the survivors. 
 
    The slaughter left a bitter taste in Deegan’s mouth. He turned away from the futile loss of life for which he bore responsibility and instead watched the battle at the eastern end of the gorge where another three squads of paladins were engaged with the ogre band and mud golems. Here the forest denizens fared much better. The ogres’ thick hides and the golems’ mud armour provided some protection against the paladins’ starbursts. 
 
    The creatures were engaged in melee combat with the paladins, who had been forced to abandon their mounts. On foot the paladins were a much less fearsome prospect. The nine-foot ogres towered over the puny humans as they brought their stone clubs crashing down on the divine shields. Most held, but here and there in the paladin line, a shield flickered out after sustaining catastrophic damage. However, the paladins in the second line were quick to pull out their endangered companions and take their place. 
 
    Meanwhile both the ogres and golems felt the repeated bite of ranged starburst attacks and blades wreathed in holy fire. While toughened skin and mud armour resisted some of the magical damage, it could not stop it in its entirety. Gradually the damage from the attacks accumulated and the forest behemoths began to fall. 
 
    The paladins were winning handily. It was only a matter of time before the ogres and golems turned and fled. Where was Mirien? If she did not arrive soon, all of this would have been for naught. 
 
    It was time to cut their losses and retreat, thought Deegan. If he waited any longer, the brotherhood party would also feel the bite of the paladins’ swords. He opened his mouth to call out the retreat when Mirien shadow stepped into existence besides him. Her cheeks were flushed and her eyes bright. It had been a taxing few hours, playing a dangerous game of tag with the two manticores. Breathlessly, she asked, “Miss me?” 
 
    Deegan, ignoring her banter and trying to hide his relief at her appearance, growled, “Where? Where are they?” 
 
    Mirien arched her brow in response, not fooled by Deegan’s gruff demeanour. She knew him too well. Silently, she glanced upwards. 
 
    Following her gaze, Deegan smiled. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    The battle was progressing well and would soon be over. If this was an ambush, thought Sara, it was poorly conceived. The scouts had uncovered nothing on the southern slope of the gorge and had started their examination of the northern one. Sara was almost of mind to call them back; the battle was nearly over and any attacks from there would surely have happened already. But that was the commander’s prerogative and she had promised herself that she would not interfere unnecessarily. She glanced to the paladin at her side, “Sergeant, what do you make—” 
 
    She paused. Divine sense made her look up. Her mind froze at the sight that greeted her. Puzzled by her sudden silence, the sergeant followed her gaze. His eyes widened fearfully and he thrust Sara forcefully aside only a moment before the diving manticores crashed into the company’s centre. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    For hours the two manticores had tracked the wisp of an elven girl that had dared attack their clutch. The clutch had survived the attack unscathed but manticores were territorial, vindictive beasts and the two had unrelentingly pursued the offender to this gorge. Only to find yet more interlopers in their territory. This could not be allowed to pass unanswered.  
 
    Unerringly, the two predators identified the biggest threat amongst the groundlings—the ones who stank of the divine, and as one, they dived from a thousand feet up, to wipe out the trespassers. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    
     A female manticore's sky dive has hit 17 paladins (chance to resist: 5%, radius: 10m, total damage dealt: 15,200 damage), 14 paladins killed. 
 
     A male manticore's sky dive has hit 19 paladins (chance to resist: 5%, radius: 10m, total damage dealt: 18,153 damage), 16 paladins killed. 
 
   
 
    In a fury of earth, rock and sound, the meteors that were the two manticores crashed headlong into the paladin company, each encased in a rock bubble—an earth magic shield that enclosed the winged predators within an impenetrable rock, deployed for the express purpose of shielding them from the force of their own dives. 
 
    Flung away from the epicentre of the attack by the sergeant, Sara survived—barely. The reserve force was not so lucky. Caught unawares, without their divine shields, they were annihilated almost to a man and in the sprinkling of an instant the company was down one-third of its strength. 
 
    In the centre of the devastation the manticores’ rock bubbles popped open and the two let out primal roars, asserting their dominance. All over the battlefield, motion stopped and shocked stares turned to the two furious monsters hovering over the company’s destroyed centre. 
 
    A moment later, goblins, golems and ogres dropped weapons and shamelessly fled. Stunned paladins, momentarily unhinged, let them go. Commander Ruben was the first to recover. Shaking off his shock, he shouted out orders, urgently trying to re-establish order amongst his shattered forces. If they were to survive the next few minutes, his men needed to pull together and fast.  
 
    On hands and knees, battered, bruised, bleeding and half-dazed, Sara scrambled desperately backwards and stared in wordless horror at the two monsters looming above her. The manticores were an unholy blend of cat, wyvern and scorpion. Their lower halves and heads resembled a lion, but no normal one. No normal lion grew to ten metres in length. Each had four massive paws, a red-maned head and glowing green eyes. Their rears curved downwards into coiled scorpion stingers that dripped with venom. From either side of their torsos, leathery wings snapped out in fury and their entire bodies were covered in red scales. Altogether the manticores were the most menacing sight Sara had yet encountered in Myelad. 
 
    
     Creature: Manticore 
 
     Type: Beast 
 
     Rarity: Epic 
 
     Level: 77 (Adept). 
 
     Health: 2050 / 2050 
 
     Attack: 80-120 (crushing, piercing)  
 
     Defences (Physical/ Psi/ Spell): 107 / 89 / 70 
 
       
 
     Special Effects: 
 
     Holy resistance: +95% resistance to divine damage. 
 
     Unholy resistance: +95% resistance to demonic damage. 
 
     Scale armoured: +80% resistance to physical damage. 
 
     Sky dive: A dive from altitude dealing earth damage to those caught within its radius. 
 
     Rock bubble: An ability that gives the manticore immunity from all damage for a brief period. 
 
     Manticore’s Sting: Paralysing melee attack with the manticore’s stinger. 
 
     Fear aura: Passive aura around the manticore that terrifies its opponents. 
 
     Mauling attack: Physical attack that inflicts wounds and crushing damage. 
 
       
 
     Description: 
 
     Amongst the largest of Myelad’s flying creatures, manticores are rivalled only by dragons, phoenixes and gryphons for mastery of the sky. Indigenous forest creatures, they are fiercely territorial and solitary, pairing with other manticores only for the purpose of mating and raising their young.  
 
   
 
    The two beasts stalked in languid circles around their kills and stared menacingly at the hastily redressed lines of paladins, ready to pounce at the slightest provocation. The smaller manticore—the female—flicked a derisive glance at Sara’s retreating form but otherwise took no action. 
 
    Sara continued her backwards crawl until she reached the cautiously approaching paladin lines. Safely behind it, her panic subsided. She regained her feet, dusted off her hands, and cast a divine shield over herself. The manticores watched this with the supreme disinterest of apex predators. 
 
    The commander hurried over to Sara, his own divine shield securely in place. With his attention fixed firmly on the manticores, he asked, “Milady, are you all right?” 
 
    “Yes,” she answered shakily. “I’ve no more than a few cuts and bruises. But if not for Sergeant Nolan…” Sara shuddered. She had no desire to dwell on her brush with death and quickly redirected the conversation, demanding, “What do we do? Why are they not attacking?” 
 
    “They are stalking the herd—us, milady. Waiting for us to break and flee. Then they will pounce.” 
 
    “What are we waiting for, then? Let us attack and kill those wretched things!” A hint of shrillness had crept into Sara’s voice. She hated it. Hated feeling this fear. And she wanted it to stop and to kill the ugly monsters responsible. She wanted to feel safe again. And she wanted it now. 
 
    Commander Ruben shook his head. “It is not that simple, milady. Those are manticores, which are highly resistant to divine magic. Our spells can do little more than annoy them and our weapons will have a hard time piercing their scaled armoured hides. They on the other hand will have no trouble piercing our shields and striking at us with claws, bite and venom. No, I fear this is not a foe we are equipped to fight.” 
 
    Sara’s voice rose an octave higher. “Cowardice, commander? I did not expect it from you! Do not tell me you are advising we run?” she asked fiercely. 
 
    Impassive despite the insult, the commander said evenly, “No, milady, that way lies death too. The moment we flee, they will pursue and pick us off one by one. No, we fight. To the death and pray to the divine mother for a miracle.” 
 
    Sara deflated, the commander’s calm steadying her. She bit her lip. She might just have such a miracle, but Iyra had admonished her to use it in only the direst of circumstances. Did this qualify? Her fear screamed, yes! But no, it was her ace, not to be frivolously played. Surely the commander was mistaken, surely two manticores, no matter how fearsome, could not defeat seventy paladins and one champion? 
 
    The commander interrupted her internal debate. “The manticores grow restless, milady. I suspect they will attack soon. What are your orders, champion?”  
 
    He had deliberately used her title, whether as a plea for a miracle from her, Iyra’s chosen, or as mild rebuke for her dithering, she did not know. She looked around at the paladins and with a start, realised no few had their eyes on her. Almost, she imagined she could see the desperation in their eyes. Many looked nearly overcome with fear, realising, no doubt, as the commander had, the futility of their position.  
 
    Feeling the weight of those eyes and the responsibility they imparted, she silenced her misgivings and said, “Attack, commander.” 
 
    Commander Ruben nodded sharply and gestured to his two lieutenants. Instantly the paladins unleashed a barrage of starbursts at the manticores. Sara was momentarily blinded by the dazzling light show and when her sight cleared, she saw with a sinking heart that it had been woefully ineffective. The two manticores, unscathed and still standing, roared out their contempt of the humans’ puny attack. 
 
    
     40 starbursts have hit a male manticore for 102 divine damage (1901 resisted). Remaining: 1948/2050 HP. 
 
     30 starbursts have hit a female manticore for 76 divine damage (1420 resisted). Remaining: 1974/2050 HP. 
 
   
 
    Worriedly, Sara inspected her battle log. The commander was right, the starbursts that had been so devastatingly effective against the goblins barely scratched the manticores. The two leapt into the air, ignoring the continued bombardment of ineffectual starbursts and with powerful thrusts of their great wings, spiralled upwards, gaining altitude. 
 
    Sara’s burgeoning hope that the manticores retreated were dashed when the commander shouted, “Disperse! They are about to dive again. Go! Go go go!” 
 
    Two troopers grabbed Sara by the arms and raced her to the dubious safety of the forest foliage. Watching the terrified groundlings scatter, the manticores roared in victory and plummeted downwards, flinging about the paladins with the force of their strikes. 
 
    With two earthshattering quakes the manticores ploughed into their victims. Thanks to the commander’s quick thinking, their dive claimed far fewer victims. 
 
    
     A female manticore's sky dive has hit 8 paladins (chance to resist: 5%, radius: 10m, total damage dealt: 6,013 damage), 2 paladins killed, 4 wounded. 
 
     A male manticore's sky dive has hit 6 paladins (chance to resist: 5%, radius: 10m, total damage dealt: 5,109 damage), 3 paladins killed, 3 wounded. 
 
   
 
    The female manticore leapt into the air again while the larger male set into the injured paladins. With his claws he slashed at the dazed soldiers, their divine shields already shattered or critically damaged from the sky dive. With his massive wings he buffeted them, causing those fleeing to stumble and fall within his reach. To the rear, his manticore’s sting struck out and unerringly found targets, paralysing them instantly. With catlike quickness the beast surged across the field picking off the paladins one by one while up above the female circled, watchful for any threats to her mate. 
 
    
     A male manticore's fear aura (radius: 77m, chance to resist: 65%, duration: 5 minutes) has terrified 15 paladins, 41 resisted. 
 
     A male manticore’s mauling attacks have killed 6 paladins. 
 
     A manticore’s sting has paralysed 4 paladins. 
 
   
 
    In despair, Sara surveyed the battle. All was nearly lost. In not much longer, the paladins as a fighting force would be destroyed, and her mission left in shambles. She could not fail. Out of options, she scrambled at the ties of her surcoat, and removed the divine sigil The First had gifted her from his own hand. It contained a master-level spell, one of the most powerful in Myelad and with Iyra’s help, she would have enough essence—barely—to use it.  
 
    
     Name: Sigil of summoning (Giyra). 
 
     Type: Enchantment. 
 
     Special Properties: Summons an aspect of the demigod Giyra.  
 
     Requirements: Divine magic. 
 
     Enchantment strength: 83. 
 
     Charges: Single-use item, item consumed on use (not charged currently). 
 
     Cost: 2560 Essence. 
 
     Description: Infused in this sigil is the spell design for a summoning spell. As a single-use enchantment this item has minimal prerequisites but requires 4 x the normal essence energy to cast and must be charged on use. 
 
   
 
    A master-level sigil such as this one could only be crafted by a champion who was both a grandmaster of enchanting and divine spellcasting. Only one such existed in Iyra’s imperium—The First. To enchant the sigil had taken weeks of his time—weeks in which The First spent every waking moment channelling and weaving essence into it. Such a sigil was valuable indeed, its use authorised in only the direst of circumstances. 
 
    Turning to the two paladin troopers, she commanded, “Shield me. Make sure nothing disturbs me, our lives depend on it.” At their stoic nods of affirmation, she turned her focus inwards and began the summoning. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    In appalled wonder, the brotherhood watched the havoc created by the manticores. Never had they witnessed such destruction before. Not even Deegan, who had orchestrated no few ambushes in his lifetime, had ever seen its like. The destructive might of the manticores was awe-inspiring and left them all breathless. Victory was in their grasp and with nary a shot fired by a brotherhood soldier.  
 
    The paladin scouts had long since turned back to assist their fellows, leaving the brotherhood to safely spectate the destruction of Iyra’s forces but their sense of triumph was short-lived. Mirien sensed a sudden surge of magical energy from where the champion had disappeared into the underbrush on the opposite side of the ridge. A portal to the ether was opening. Deegan growled softly. He sensed it as well. The champion had begun a summoning and there was nothing they could do to stop it. The portal was a powerful one too, far more powerful than the champion—only an apprentice—should rightfully be able to open. She looked a question at Deegan. “Do we retreat?”  
 
    “No,” he growled back. “We see this through.” 
 
    Mirien turned her attention back to the portal—manticores forgotten. What was the champion calling? Whatever it is, it does not bode well, thought Mirien uneasily. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Sara poured divine essence into the sigil until her reserves were spent. Using her own stores of essence, she had barely filled half the spell’s requirements. She reached into the ether and called upon her god. “Mother! Aid me please!”  
 
    From a world away, Sara felt Iyra—always a distant presence in her mind—focus fully upon her. “Daughter,” greeted Iyra. “What is your need?” 
 
    Sara laid bare her mind and pushed to the fore her recent memories of the battle. Unable to stop herself, she cringed in expectation of Iyra’s displeasure at her failures. The goddess riffled through her memories and firmly allayed her fears. “Do not fear, daughter, you did right. Commander Ruben was correct, the paladins are not equipped to face such a foe. But how did you raise the ire of such beasts? Territorial though manticores may be, they are lazy monsters and not easily roused. You were not so foolish as to provoke them, I hope?” 
 
    “Nay, mother, I fear we are the victims of an ambush,” explained Sara. She exposed her memories of the goblin and ogre attacks and their speculation. 
 
    “That is disturbing news, daughter. Who has dared act against me? I will lend you my aid. Finish the summoning, defeat the manticores and then find and destroy those responsible.” 
 
    “Thank you, mother,” replied Sara gratefully. From out of the ether, a great wave of essence flooded into Sara—Iyra’s gift. She channelled it into the enchantment, a living conduit between her god and the sigil. The sigil levitated off Sara’s hands and began to glow. Then the symbols engraved on its surface lifted and wove into the summoning spell, opening a portal into the ether, calling forth an aspect of Giyra.  
 
    Sara has successfully used a sigil of summoning (Giyra) and summoned a level 83 aspect of the demigod, Giyra. Sigil destroyed. 
 
      
 
    
     Ability: Aspect Summoning (Giyra) 
 
     Skill: Divine Magic. 
 
     Description: Summons an aspect of the demigod (Giyra) to aid the caster. Aspects are limited manifestations of their parent entity, that for a brief duration, are anchored to Myelad’s physical realm by the caster. Warning: The aspect is an independent sentient being, and the caster will have little control of its actions. 
 
     Rank: Master. 
 
     Cost: 640 Essence. 
 
     Execution time: 2 minutes. 
 
     Summoned: An aspect of Giyra, demigod companion of Iyra. Aspect level is 0.5 x skill. 
 
     Duration: 10 seconds x skill. 
 
   
 
    The summoning spell completed, and the demigod stepped out. The shimmering force of golden energy was an aspect of Giyra only, a partial manifestation of the warrior demigod. He was one of many pledged to Iyra. The aspect studied his surroundings, his keen eyes passing swiftly over the manticores, paladins, and northern slopes before finally coming to rest on Sara.  
 
    “Champion,” greeted the aspect, “my time here is limited, what will you have of me?” The demigod's voice reverberated through the air with the otherness of the ether. 
 
    Sara pointed out the two manticores, who had stilled at the aspect’s entrance, sensing a fellow predator, one likely to challenge their pre-eminence. “Destroy those, o divine one.” 
 
    “With pleasure, champion.” The aspect drew his greatsword, and unfurled his feathered wings. He paused just before launching into the air. Gesturing to the northern slopes, he said, “Beware, daughter, you have other enemies about. I have placed a containment field over them. I advise you to deal with them swiftly before the field dissipates or my own presence here ends.” With that, the aspect flung himself in the air to do battle with the manticores. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Too late, Deegan realised the danger. A transparent, gel-like membrane, the containment field dropped over the brotherhood party, imprisoning them. An aspect! Who would have thought that chit of a champion could summon an aspect? But it was no use crying over it now. What was done, was done. He looked down into the gorge. Three squads of paladins, half their remaining force, was scrambling up the northern slope. He looked over his own meagre force of twenty brotherhood soldiers. Like the goblins, most were not suited to frontline combat, and stood no chance of going toe-to-toe with the paladins. He scanned the containment field; it was an adept-level one. Except for those keyed with access, the field blocked anything from getting out, including most spells. Against psionic abilities though, it was not as effective. This day was lost, but one of them might yet survive.  
 
    “Mirien,” he called quietly. 
 
    She hurried over from her position and crouched before Deegan. One glance at his face, and she divined his intent. “No,” she said firmly. 
 
    “You will,” he countered. “The mission must go on, and you are the only one who can escape this trap.” 
 
    “No,” said Mirien stubbornly. “I will not abandon my fellows—” 
 
    “Don’t be foolish, girl,” interrupted Falsin, coming up behind them. He continued with forced cheer, “After all, if you don’t escape, who will tell the tale of the brotherhood’s dashing last stand here?” 
 
    “But—”  
 
    “No buts,” said Falsin, striding forward and gripping Mirien’s hands urgently, “This is the end for us. But it doesn’t have to be for you. Survive. Fight on. Don’t let what we have done here be for naught.” 
 
    Mirien bit her lip, despite herself swayed by Falsin’s impassioned plea. She wavered. 
 
    “Duty,” pronounced Deegan. “It is never easy. Do not forget your duty, daughter of Tolyrandil. To your people. To yourself. Do not forget why we do this.” 
 
    Mirien’s resolve crumbled under the weight of Deegan’s words, reminded once again of all the reasons why she was here. She hung her head sadly. “Yes, master, I will go,” she whispered. Wordlessly, she pulled the surprised Falsin into a fierce hug, and then Deegan. “Give them hell, master,” she whispered in his ear then fled to the rear of the field, fighting off tears. 
 
    She stopped at its edge, then turned around one last time, and saluted the brotherhood soldiers she was abandoning. “For freedom!” she saluted. 
 
    “Freedom,” they shouted in return. Loud, clear, resolute. With tears blurring her eyes, Mirien activated shadow step, sidestepping the containment field and fleeing to safety. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Impassively, Deegan watched Mirien disappear into the forest coverage outside of the containment field. Only then, did he allow himself to sag in relief. He was glad that the girl relented. Sometimes she was a rock-stubborn fool, he thought fondly. He turned to Falsin. “Well, brother. Let us take as many of these god-cursed fools as we can with us.” 
 
    Falsin stood to attention, for once all joking set aside. “It’s been an honour, Deegan.” 
 
    Deegan nodded grimly. “Likewise Falsin, likewise.” He scowled at the oncoming paladins. They would be made to pay dearly for every drop of brotherhood blood claimed this day. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Bathing in the aspect's glory, Sara watched him leap into the air to do battle with the manticores. Screeching in rage, the female manticore dived down to meet the demigod, honing unerringly onto him. Sara felt a momentary dread. There was surely no way for the aspect to avoid being splattered across the ground. She need not have feared though. Unperturbed by the diving manticore, the aspect continued winging his way into the air, making no effort to dodge as the manticore neared. 
 
    Sara winced in anticipation of the impact but instead the manticore passed harmlessly through the aspect’s ethereal form. The aspect’s broad two-handed blade however was not ethereal. As the manticore passed through him, he slashed a deep gouging cut through her flank. 
 
    
     A female manticore has missed an aspect. 
 
     An aspect has critically hit a female manticore for 2x40 slashing damage (160 resisted). Remaining: 1894/2050 HP. 
 
   
 
    The female shrieked in rage, and twisted clumsily in the air to face her tormentor. On the ground, the male manticore bellowed in time to his mate and leapt in the air to assist. Facing the two charging manticores, the aspect was undaunted. Again, he made no effort to dodge. As the manticores passed, his sword flashed out, raking deep into both flying beasts. The manticores’ triumphant roars transformed into meows of pain, confounded by a foe who they could not touch, but whose bite stung so viciously.  
 
    
     A female manticore has missed an aspect. 
 
     A male manticore has missed an aspect. 
 
     An aspect has hit a female manticore for 41 slashing damage (154 resisted). Remaining: 1853/2050 HP. 
 
     An aspect has hit a male manticore for 44 slashing damage (152 resisted). Remaining: 1944/2050 HP. 
 
   
 
    Sara returned her attention back to the ground. The aspect had matters well in hand. She almost felt sorry for the two manticores. The floor of the gorge was torn up and filled with the moans and cries of the injured and dying. Ignoring the battle above them, the uninjured paladins moved about, divinely healing those of the company who could still be helped. 
 
    Standing with his lieutenant, Commander Ruben was directing the recovery effort. Sara eased her way to them. At her approach, Commander Ruben turned. “Milady,” he said, bowing low, “thank you. Your efforts have saved the company.” 
 
    Sara shifted her gaze away in shame. “No need, commander. I wish I acted sooner. Then more could have been saved but that particular sigil was the only one of its power in my possession and I was sternly admonished to use it only in the direst of straits.” 
 
    “Of course. I understand and we are no less grateful.” He glanced at Sara and correctly interpreting the unhappiness remaining in her demeanour, added gently, “We are paladins, milady. Pledged wholeheartedly to our goddess, and her champions. And sometimes this means sacrificing ourselves in her name. We do so—gladly.” 
 
    Sara swallowed, humbled by the strength of the commander’s conviction. She let the matter lie. “What is the status of the company?” 
 
    The commander’s face turned grim. “Forty-one dead or beyond hope of healing. Of the remaining, three squads are up on the ridge subduing the enemy contingent there; the other three are here, healing their brethren.” 
 
    Sara turned to look up the northern slope of the gorge from which the sounds of fighting emanated. In concern, she asked, “How are the troops there doing? Do they not need help?” 
 
    Commander Ruben shrugged. “Lieutenant Bayle has seen more than her fair share of skirmishes. If it was not something her men could handle, she would have sent back for aid.” Seeing that Sara remained concerned, he added, “Lieutenant Scelin can supervise the recovery operation here. Shall we go investigate what rats we have cornered up there, milady?” 
 
    “Yes, let us, commander.” 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Deegan watched as the three squads of paladins marched up with impunity to the containment field, safe from any attacks of the brotherhood imprisoned within. Their commander was a middle-aged human woman. She studied the soldiers trapped inside with thinned lips and hardened eyes. At leisure, her eyes jumped from one to another, weighing each. When her eyes touched Deegan’s, he hissed his rage. Unbothered, she moved her gaze on. 
 
    With her study of the prey done, she split her forces into three, forming a triangle with a squad at each point. Understanding her ploy, Deegan ordered, “Infantry to the fore, archers to the middle. The attack will come from three points at once. Archers, keep your fire concentrated to overload their shields.” 
 
    The brotherhood forces shifted formation quickly as outside the containment field, the paladins unhurriedly assembled into lines at the points of their three-pronged attack. 
 
    Then the containment field dropped.  
 
    Immediately, Falsin’s rangers fired, only to have their arrows clang harmlessly off the paladins’ divine shields. “Brace for starbursts,” roared Deegan. Swiftly he wove his strongest fire ward about the brotherhood party. As the only mage, it fell to him to try and protect them all. 
 
    From the points of the enclosing triangle, each paladin squad unleashed a devastating starburst volley, each directed between the other two. The three volleys struck Deegan’s ward in a dazzling array of fireworks. At first, it seemed the ward would hold and shrug off the avalanche of divine missiles directed its way. But halfway through the volley, it collapsed—overloaded by the stream of starbursts assaulting it. 
 
    Within an instant, the remaining projectiles ripped through the unprotected men, wreaking havoc. In the silence that reigned after the devastating attack no more than half the brotherhood soldiers remained alive. Falsin and Deegan amongst them. 
 
    Deegan roared, “Charge! For the brotherhood!” He knew they had only a few seconds to close with the paladins before the next volley. Activating his personal fire shield, he charged the paladins to his right with Falsin close behind, bellowing his own war cry. The rest of the brotherhood rallied. Mustering their courage, they followed swiftly on his heels, venting their rage with shouts of their own. 
 
    As he approached the paladin line, Deegan let loose with his magic, concentrating all his fire on the lieutenant. A miniature stream of dragon fire roared from Deegan’s mouth into the golden shield of the startled lieutenant, causing her eyes to widen in disbelief. She opened her mouth to issue a command, only to shriek instead as her shield was overwhelmed in an instant, immolating her in unquenchable dragon fire. 
 
    Behind Deegan, the brotherhood soldiers roared their approval. Ignoring the still-burning lieutenant who rolled helplessly on the floor, Deegan turned to the paladin next to her and, with flaming talons, battered at his divine shield with a flurry of blows. The paladin raised his sword to strike. Deegan did not stay to meet the blow. Instead, launching off his powerful haunches, he dragon leapt sideways, past the surprised paladin and struck at his fellow. The first paladin turned to follow Deegan with his strike but just then Falsin and the remaining brotherhood soldiers crashed into their lines. The fight devolved into a mad scramble of slashing, thrusting, shoving and biting, with the brotherhood soldiers bearing the brunt of the damage. 
 
    The paladin squad, despite being leaderless, maintained discipline and fought defensively, safe behind their shields as they waited for their fellows from the other squads to close in from the rear and finish off the enemy.  
 
    For Deegan, Falsin and the brotherhood, the battle’s conclusion was foregone—they knew they would die here. And so they fought with reckless abandon, making the paladins pay dearly for every brotherhood life taken.  
 
    A paladin’s protective bubble burst, victim of Deegan’s rending talons or the brotherhood’s slashing swords and knives. The remaining brotherhood soldiers mobbed the unfortunate, and despite the aid of his fellows on the line, the hapless soldier was overwhelmed by an avalanche of blows. Slowly the brotherhood’s wild charge bore fruit as first one then two and then more paladins fell. 
 
    But the brotherhood’s butcher bill was greater and they fell faster. And when the other two squads crashed into their rear it was quickly over, the last brotherhood soldier falling under the vengeful hacking of the Iyran paladins. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Sara walked amongst the destruction atop the northern ridge, Commander Ruben by her side. The containment field had dissipated and at its centre were the charred remains of men and elves—what Sara had come to recognise as the aftermath of a starburst volley.  
 
    North of this, were more dead men, elves and what looked to be a draconian. The fighting had been fierce here. Many among the paladins bore light injuries, still being tended by their fellows. On the ground besides the fallen draconian were four white-cloaked figures, one crisped beyond recognition. Not even starbursts did that.  
 
    Nauseous from the scent of charred bodies, blood and voided bowels, she glanced questioningly at Commander Ruben. He knelt first by his fallen soldiers and gave them Iyra’s final blessing. Then, unfazed by the signs of battle around him, he turned over the draconian corpse and studied it intently.  
 
    Eventually he stood up with a deep scowl planted on his face and spat to the side. “Brotherhood scum,” he pronounced. The commander kicked viciously at Deegan’s corpse. “Filthy dog! This one I recognise, milady. His name is Deegan and he is the most wanted terrorist in the twelve realms.” He looked up and nodded approvingly at the troopers standing about. “Well done, men. Myelad is well rid of this lizard.” 
 
    “Brotherhood?” asked Sara. “Who is the brotherhood?” 
 
    A momentary flicker of consternation passed over the commander’s face at her ignorance but it cleared swiftly. “Forgive me, milady, I sometimes forget how new you are to this world. It feels like we have been in this forest forever.” 
 
    “I know what you mean, commander, and no need for forgiveness, please continue.” 
 
    “The brotherhood, or Brotherhood of Mortals to give them their full name.” He spat again, unable to curtail his disgust. He continued, “They are a terrorist organisation that infests all of Myelad. They can be found in every realm and are involved in every vice, from petty crime, sabotage, public disorder to spreading dissidence. Always they strike from the shadows, at soft targets, civilians and civil servants. Never directly at the divine troops who could crush them.” 
 
    “But what do they want? What do they hope to accomplish?” 
 
    The commander stared at Sara with cold hard eyes and despite being a champion and surely safe from the paladin’s wrath, she shivered at what she saw there. “What they want? They want to kill the gods. To overthrow divine rule. To ‘free’ mortals from slavery. Or at least that’s what their manifestos say. If you ask me, I’d say they are anarchists, spreading chaos and terror for its own sake.” 
 
    Sara nodded in agreement. “Are they a threat to our mission?” 
 
    “If you’d asked me that yesterday I would have laughed. This past decade the brotherhood has been dormant, certainly there have been no attacks in the imperium attributed to them. And before today, I never heard of any instance where they’d dare go toe-to-toe with paladins.” He laughed. “Much good it did them.” 
 
    He continued darkly. “But the free agent. I do not know how the brotherhood got wind of his presence here but I can see the temptation for them. There has never been a player within their ranks. If they secured the free agent for their own nefarious ends, I shudder to think what havoc they could wreak. So, yes, given the prize, I suspect we may run across more of them.” 
 
    “Let us be wary of further surprises then. We may have foiled this ambush but there is no doubt they hurt us badly. We cannot afford another such mishap.” 
 
    “Of course, milady. I assure you we will not fall afoul of their traps again. And any brotherhood vermin that has the misfortune to encounter us will be made to pay. We will have our vengeance.” 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    High above in the boughs of one of the ancient forest trees, Mirien huddled with arms wrapped around herself and tears streaming freely down her cheeks. Helpless to do otherwise, she watched the paladins’ callous treatment of the brotherhood’s corpses. 
 
    Unwilling to abandon her fellows, despite her orders to the contrary, Mirien had not fled once she escaped the containment. Instead she had concealed herself within the trees under a spell of cloaking. With impotent rage she had watched the slaughter of her fellows. At one point, she had a brief surge of hope that Deegan and Falsin would cut their way out but her hopes had quickly been dashed. 
 
    Deegan had been such a pillar of strength in her life. No matter the predicament, no matter how dire the straits they found themselves in, he had always managed to overcome them.  
 
    And that was why she had left them behind. Because following orders is what she did. Because escaping hopeless situations is what Deegan did. Despite everything she had believed, truly believed, he would find a way out. When he had fallen, she had been shattered. One of the enduring pillars of her life had crumbled. She had spent the better part of her life with the wily campaigner, travelling from city to city, fighting the oppression of the gods and furthering the brotherhood’s goals. It was a mission they had both believed in. And now he was gone, leaving her to continue on alone. 
 
    Time passed, and the commander and champion came and went. The sun rose and fell. It was well into the night before Mirien roused herself from her grief. The paladins were long gone, having buried their dead and tended to their wounded. The brotherhood bodies lay where they had fallen, abandoned as carrion. 
 
    Unbending cramped legs, Mirien finally bestirred herself and climbed gingerly down from her perch. In a daze she stumbled towards her dead fellows. For long moments she stared unseeingly at them. Then, picking up an abandoned shovel, she began to dig. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Morning dawned chilly and fresh, its startling beauty painful to Mirien’s grief-stricken senses. She had laboured all night, laying the fallen to rest and was a frightening sight, with her dirt-speckled hair, red and swollen eyes and grime-covered hands. Uncaring, she chewed mechanically on her travel rations while contemplating her next move. Her heart screamed for vengeance, for her to trail the paladin company and pick them off one by one from the safety of the forests. She could do it, she knew, never mind the risk. But no, her head said, she must not. Vengeance was not important, duty was. Duty. It lay heavy on her. Her duty to her people and her duty to her fallen mentor. Her last orders were to find the free agent. It was what Deegan would expect of her, what Elasien would expect and most importantly, what she demanded of herself. 
 
    She sighed heavily and picked herself up. She cast one last long look at the mounds of dirt, and bid farewell to her brothers before she closed the door to her grief and turned her thoughts outwards. With frozen heart, she began walking, to Durn Duruhl and whatever the future held.


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 17                  
 
    11 Sepa 2603 AB 
 
      
 
    The Brotherhood of Mortals, heroes or villains? The divines, of course, believe them to be the embodiment of evil, their very existence an offense to the gods. While the brotherhood considers themselves saviours—self-appointed saviours at that. Selfless warriors, saving mortals from the persecution of their immortal overlords. Which is truth? – anonymous philosopher. 
 
      
 
    The journey to White Rock began pleasantly enough, as the party travelled westwards through the labyrinth, unburden for once by any time pressures. Every night the trio took the time to level their civilian skills. Kyran with his scrying and Adra with her fletching and map making. Kyran took it a step further and with some practice managed to split his consciousness and scry while walking. With the rest of the party alert and vigilant he scryed even during the day’s travel. His efforts, far from hampering the party, supplemented their scouting as his scrying provided early detection of the kobolds’ patrols. As they ventured west, the frequency of their patrols increased but the party managed to avoid detection by keeping to the side tunnels. 
 
    Gaesin also progressed well with his civilian levelling once he overcame his initial resistance. The idea of learning and scribing Aiken’s abilities had intrigued him and he threw himself into the task with a vengeance, pestering the bear no end and cutting into his sleep time, which Aiken took pains to remind Kyran of at every opportunity. 
 
    But despite the bear’s good-natured complaints, the two worked well together and it wasn’t long before Gaesin had learnt all Aiken’s novice abilities. Sadly, none of them but healing wave proved useful. The others were unique abilities that could only be cast by a jade bear. 
 
    However, the exercise had demonstrated the value of the lore skill and now Gaesin and Kyran each had a small cache of healing wave spells. 
 
    
     40 x Healing wave scrolls created by Gaesin. 
 
     Scrolls are single-use inscriptions and their strength is determined by the skill of the caster. 
 
     Name: Healing Wave scroll. 
 
     Type: Inscription. 
 
     Special Properties: Cast the healing wave spell. 
 
     Requirements: Supportive magic. 
 
     Inscription strength: Determined by the caster. 
 
     Charges: Single-use item, item consumed on use. 
 
     Cost: 40 Essence. 
 
     Description: Inscribed on this scroll is the spell design for a healing spell. As a single-use inscription this item takes 4 x the normal casting time. 
 
   
 
    With steady practice all three had gained in civilian levels, Gaesin the most of all. He reached level ten, Adra, level eighteen and Kyran, level sixteen. It was much slower going. At Kyran’s current rate of civilian experience gain, he estimated that it would take weeks before he reached the next level.  
 
    
     Kyran has reached civilian level 16!  
 
     Base skill in mage lord has increased to 16. Vassal channelling essence penalty: 223,2%. 
 
     Base skill in commander has increased to 16. Max battlegroup size: 131. 
 
     Base skill in scrying has increased to 16. Show hostile radius: 230m. 
 
     Base skill in travelling has increased to 16. Max travelling distance: 1.1km. 
 
     Base skill in nature lore has increased to 16. 
 
     Remaining: 3 Civilian AP. 
 
   
 
    Yet despite the relaxed nature of the journey and their constant training, they maintained a vigilant watch every night and on the fifth night they had reason to be glad that they had done so. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    
     Intruders detected. 
 
     Adra’s camp early warning system has detected the entrance of two hostiles into the camp. 
 
   
 
    Kyran was on watch when the alarm sounded. He had been scrying and although it split his focus, he retained awareness of his surroundings.  
 
    It took a few seconds before the import of the alarm sank through. When it did, he bolted upright, releasing the scrying spell. Swivelling back and forth, he scanned the camp. But saw nothing.  
 
    The alarm continued to sound and groggily, the others began to wake. He activated show hostiles, yet still saw nothing. Worried, he reached out to Aiken who slept beneath the stone floor of the camp’s southern perimeter and immediately sensed his predatory focus. 
 
    Aiken hunted the source of the disturbance using his earth sight, tracking the ripples in the earth left by the intruders. The bear's attention snapped to the southeast, around a tumble of boulders but when Kyran looked there, he saw nothing. He triggered shared sight and reached out to Aiken across the bond but the bear was not actually seeing them either. The cub divined the two invaders’ position by echolocation, not sight.  
 
    Despite having triggered the camp alarm, the intruders crept forward, cloaked by a stealth ability which was sufficiently advanced to defeat Kyran’s truesight. This caused him a flicker of concern, but there were only two, and the party had four. They should be able to handle them. Aiken was taut with tension, ready to launch out of a stone dive at the interlopers. “Hold on, brother.”  
 
    The two advanced steadily towards Kyran, their brazen approach making apparent their confidence in their stealth.  
 
    Not to betray his knowledge, Kyran made sure to run his eyes unseeing across their position, deliberately surveying the camp’s perimeter instead. He glanced back. Adra and Gaesin both sat up and looked questioningly at Kyran for direction.  
 
    Across the battlegroup, he sent a short succinct message, “Two hostiles, southeast corner of the camp. Aiken will initiate battle with stone dive. Adra, focus your attacks on one. Gaesin, disable the other, then target the first as well. Understood?” 
 
    The pair silently acknowledged the order and readied themselves. Kyran said, “Go, Aiken."  
 
    With a terrifying roar, Aiken exploded out of the earth directly beneath the two creatures. With Aiken's attack, the intruders’ stealth faded, revealing the two to be green-skinned humanoids. In his right hand, the taller of the two carried a barbed spear, and in his left a steel-knotted net, while the shorter one dual wielded stabbing knives. 
 
    But it all went wrong from there.  
 
    
     Aiken has triggered stone tremor (chance to resist: 95%), total damage dealt: 0, 2 creatures evaded. 
 
     Aiken has used terrifying roar (radius: 60m, chance to resist: 95%, duration: 2 minutes), 2 creatures resisted. 
 
   
 
    Instead of being taken by surprise and knocked down, in a well-coordinated manoeuvre, the larger creature bounded backwards and in a single leap cleared the radius of Aiken’s stone tremor, while the smaller one charged forward into the trio, who found themselves the ones caught flat-footed.  
 
    Startled by the intruders’ swift upheaval of their planned ambush, Kyran was for a few crucial seconds, left staring in confusion at the two.  
 
    With no target in reach, Aiken looked around, bewildered. In the seconds that it took the cub to re-orientate, the larger creature acted, lazily unfurling his steel net over the confused bear. The net was enchanted, rapidly expanding as it flew through the air from a small woven net, easily carried, into one large enough to contain the great bear. In a shimmer of silvery sparkles, it settled over Aiken’s great bulk, binding him immobile.  
 
    
     Aiken has been trapped by a constricting hunter’s net of imprisonment (III).  
 
     The hunter’s net is a magical and physical containment barrier that constricts upon its victims’ movements, dealing damage over time. 
 
     Aiken is constricted (immobilised and will sustain 20 dmg/min). 
 
   
 
    The net tightened around Aiken, constricting around his great bulk. Aiken roared and tried to stone dive away but the imprisoning net held him fast. Splashes of red appeared on his torso as the net’s steel ribbons sliced cruelly into him. The intruder advanced on Aiken, thrusting his barbed spear into the bear’s rear haunches.  
 
    An unknown creature has hit Aiken for 10 piercing damage (10 resisted). Minor wound (bleeding) sustained. Remaining: 222/240HP. 
 
    Aiken screamed in pain and tried to swivel to face his tormentor but was held fast by the magical net.  
 
    The plan was in shambles. Somehow the two creatures had known about or sensed Aiken and prepared for his attack. Aiken’s agony echoed painfully in Kyran’s mind, shaking him from his daze and awakening him to his own danger as the other creature fast approached. With Gaesin and Adra behind him, both of whom were less equipped to face a melee attacker, he was unable to retreat and instead had to face the creature head-on. In haste, he cast fire shield and barely managed to complete the spell before the creature was on him. With a double strike, the creature struck at Kyran with both his daggers. The attacks were blindingly fast, too fast for Kyran to dodge or parry.  
 
    An unknown creature’s double strike has hit Kyran for 0 damage (2 x 60 blocked by fire shield). Remaining shield: 186/306 HP. 
 
    In a shower of sparks, both blows struck his shield, draining its health by nearly a third. Shocked by the incredible damage output of the creature, Kyran stumbled backwards and cast insight upon it. 
 
    
     Name: Griulen 
 
     Class: Hunter  
 
     Race: Troll (Goblinoid) 
 
     Rarity: Uncommon 
 
     Level: 42 (Journeyman) 
 
     Health: 460/460 
 
     Attack: 50-70 (piercing). 
 
     Defences (Physical/ Psi/ Spell): 58 / 33 /30 
 
       
 
     Special Effects: 
 
     Unknown (Your level is too low to perceive this). 
 
       
 
     Description: 
 
     Trolls are descendant from goblins and elves but other than a few physical traits, no longer bear any similarity to their elven ancestors, almost wholly goblinoid. They are known for their natural dexterity and are amongst the most feared goblinoid scouts and hunters. 
 
     The troll hunter is a specialised hunter class unique to trolls. It builds upon their natural affinities to produce one of the most feared hunter classes. 
 
   
 
    The two were level forty-two, melee fighters, specialised in hunting. That explained the practised ease with which they ensnared Aiken. Their clawed feet and hands were lethally sharpened, their noses cut-off slits and their jaws filled with protruding fangs. Their most distinguishing feature however, was the elongated ears filled with hairy splotches that sprang out diagonally from either side of their heads. They were a fearsome foe indeed, and the party’s numerical advantage would mean little in the face of such level disparity. The party was in trouble. 
 
    Adra sniped a focused shot at the hunter engaged with Kyran, forcing him to dive left, buying Kyran a few precious seconds. Gaesin cast ice wall, attempting to freeze the troll. The troll, to the party’s consternation, dodged both.  
 
    
     Gaesin has cast ice wall (length: 17.5m, Wall HP: 175), 0 frozen.  
 
     Adra’s snipe has missed Griulen (evaded). 
 
   
 
    “Back!” Kyran shouted to Gaesin and Adra, scrambling backwards himself. He cast a quick glance at Aiken. The cub was taking steady damage from the second troll but for now, the party was helpless to aid him. “Hang on, Aiken,” he pleaded. “We’ll be there soon,” he said, more in hope than any real belief. 
 
    The short troll rolled out of his dive and charged forward again. Kyran let loose a fire dart. Adra loosed another arrow and Gaesin cast slippery ice. The troll skated through the ice, nimbly retaining his footing while dodging both dart and arrow!  
 
    
     Kyran’s fire dart has missed Griulen.  
 
     Adra’s focused shot has missed Griulen. 
 
     Gaesin has cast slippery ice (radius: 17.5m, chance to resist: 95%, duration: 3 minutes), 0 slipped.  
 
   
 
    The attacks failed but at least kept the troll at bay. The hunter was too agile, easily dodging all the projectiles launched his way. They had to counter his speed somehow. Frantically, Kyran reviewed the troll’s characteristics, searching for a weakness he could exploit. The troll showed himself capable of dodging any attack physically targeted at him but psionic abilities could not be evaded. Perhaps...  
 
    He flung a salvo of mind shocks at the troll. 
 
    
     Kyran’s mind shock has hit Griulen for 24 psi damage. Remaining 436/460 HP. 
 
     Kyran’s mind shock has failed to penetrate Griulen’s mental defence (24 skill vs 30 defence). 
 
     Kyran’s mind shock has failed to penetrate Griulen’s mental defence. 
 
   
 
    A hit! But his elation quickly faded as the follow-up attacks failed to penetrate the troll’s mental defences. Griulen charged forward undaunted. He could not trade blows with the hunter, he realised. Blow for blow, the troll outstripped him in damage and would cut through Kyran’s defences before his mind shocks did any meaningful damage. He had to disable the hunter somehow. 
 
    The troll closed. Out of time, Kyran hastily dumped skill points in telekinesis, maximising it and casting hold. 
 
    
     Base skill in telekinesis has increased to 13. Effective skill: 26.5. 
 
     Remaining: 6 Combat SP. 
 
   
 
    He reached out with tendrils of psi energy and searched out the troll’s motor cortex. Finding it, he applied his will to disrupt its nerve impulses and paralyse the hunter. 
 
    Kyran has cast hold against Griulen (chance to resist: 82%, duration: 27 seconds), resisted.  
 
    The troll missed a step, his charge faltering momentarily but then he shrugged off the spell. The hunter accelerated into attack. Heartened by the ability’s near success and desperately pinning all his hope on it, Kyran cast hold again. A few steps away, the troll launched himself at Kyran, battering at his shield with a spinning kick and double strike. Kyran ignored the attack, depending on his fire shield and the others to hold the troll off while he completed his casting. 
 
    Griulen’s attacks have hit Kyran for 0 damage (180 blocked by fire shield). Remaining shield: 6/306 HP. 
 
    Psi tendrils shot forward again, wrapping themselves around the troll’s motor cortex and strangling its communication to his limbs.  
 
    
     Kyran has cast hold against Griulen (chance to resist: 82%, duration: 27 seconds), limited success.  
 
     Griulen has resisted the spell’s full effect. Effect changed from hold to slowed (speed reduced by 50%). 
 
   
 
    This time the spell succeeded, or at least partially. While the troll was not held immobile, he had been slowed and robbed of much of his ability to dodge. He scrambled backwards out of the slowed troll’s reach, casting fire darts as he went. “Pour everything you have into him, don’t hold back,” he shouted to his companions. “Twenty-five seconds before he is released from the spell!” 
 
    Gaesin and Adra followed his lead and a torrent of magic missiles, fire darts and arrows exploded into the troll.  
 
    
     Gaesin’s 20 magic missiles have hit Griulen for 120 damage (12 missed, 20 damage resisted). Remaining 316/460 HP. 
 
     Adra’s 25 attacks have hit Griulen for 156 damage (15 missed, 24 damage resisted). Remaining 160/460 HP. 
 
     Kyran’s 20 fire darts have hit Griulen for 210 damage (11 missed, 60 damage resisted). Remaining 0/460 HP. 
 
     Griulen has been killed. 
 
   
 
    Somehow even slowed the troll managed to dodge many of the projectiles, but in the end the party’s attacks proved too deadly and the hunter succumbed. 
 
    And not a moment too soon Kyran saw, as he turned his attention to Aiken. The bear was not faring well. Even with his healing waves, the cub bled profusely from multiple cuts and stab wounds. His roars had transformed into piteous moans and he hung on—barely. The second troll, ignoring the demise of the first, continued his relentless thrusts at Aiken. 
 
    
     Battle Status 
 
     1 troll hunter (Griulen) has died, Litalgyar remaining. 
 
       
 
     Aiken (constricted, bleeding):  
 
     HP:[image: ][image: ] 
 
     S:[image: ][image: ] 
 
     W:[image: ][image: ] 
 
     E:[image: ][image: ] 
 
   
 
    Bellowing in fury at the cub’s plight, Kyran charged recklessly forward while Adra and Gaesin unleashed their attacks from afar. The taller troll turned away from the trapped Aiken and pierced Kyran with his predatory gaze. 
 
    Ignoring the projectiles falling about him, the hunter lazily flung forward his spear. Kyran dodged left, out of the spear’s path, realising too late that the attack was not a normal one, but magical. 
 
    Mid-air, the spear transformed into gyrating coils that homed onto Kyran, wrapping themselves around his legs. In a heap, he crumbled to the floor. But the coils did not stop there, they bounced to Adra and Gaesin, ensnaring both, despite their efforts to scramble out of its path. 
 
    
     Litalgyar has thrown an ensnaring spear (III).  
 
     Kyran’s fire shield (I) has been penetrated by a level (III) spell. Kyran has been ensnared. 
 
     Spear has bounced successfully to Adra. Ensnared. 
 
     Gaesin’s magic shield (II) has been penetrated by a level (III) spell. Spear has bounced successfully to Gaesin. Ensnared. 
 
   
 
    With the entire party trapped, the coils transformed back into a spear and returned to its wielder’s hand. The troll strolled unhurriedly towards Kyran. Stopping ten metres short of the trapped elf, not willing to foolishly approach closer to the unpredictable player, Litalgyar threw his spear forward again. With only his hands free and legs trapped, Kyran awkwardly heaved his body left, narrowly escaping the quivering spear that impaled itself in the ground where his head had been. 
 
    He retaliated with a burst of mind shocks but unlike the shorter troll, Litalgyar was protected. 
 
    Kyran’s 3 mind shocks have hit Litalgyar for 0 damage (60 blocked by psionic shield). Remaining shield: 540/600 HP. 
 
    Unfazed, the troll called back his weapon, the spear flying in reverse to his waiting hand. Around him, Kyran heard the rest of the party struggling futilely to escape their bonds. He racked his brain for a way out of their predicament. He could keep battering against the troll’s psionic shield but he doubted he could overwhelm it before the hunter killed him. Drawing his sword and sawing at his bindings, he shouted, “Who are you? What do you want?” He was not even sure the troll could understand him, but tried to buy some time anyway. 
 
    Kyran’s sword has dealt 0 damage to ensnaring coils (immune). 
 
    The troll locked gazes with Kyran, and chuckling at Kyran's efforts, chose to respond by flinging out his spear again. This time his aim was true and the spear burst through Kyran’s shield and pierced his leg. 
 
    Litalgyar’s spear has hit Kyran for 61 piercing damage. Fire shield destroyed. Remaining 99/160 HP. 
 
    He screamed as a line of fire cut through his thigh. And again, as the spear returned to the troll’s hand. The pain crystallized his thoughts and a plan took shape in his mind, a mad plan but the only one that occurred to him right now. Vaguely, he sensed his companions’ attack—Adra awkwardly firing her bow from her prone position, Gaesin with his magic missiles and Aiken with a terrifying roar—but they all failed to distract the troll who was single-mindedly focused on Kyran. Ignoring his companions likewise, Kyran narrowed own his focus and through slitted eyes watched the troll. He would have one chance only. But he would have to survive another spear strike first. 
 
    Laughing mockingly at the party’s efforts, the hunter sent his spear unerringly forward again. Feebly, Kyran tried to roll away but was struck anew as the spear bit deep into his shoulder. 
 
    Litalgyar’s spear has hit Kyran for 70 piercing damage. Moderate wound (nicked artery) sustained. Remaining: 29/160HP. 
 
    He ignored the pain. He ignored the worried shouts of Gaesin and Adra, and the concerned projections of Aiken. He focused on one thing only, pulling his will together to weave his spell. Fighting to retain awareness, he shaped his will into the desired spell and then waited to trigger it. 
 
    Now openly laughing, and sure of his victory, the troll sneered at Kyran as he recalled his spear. Kyran gritted his teeth as the spear ripped out of him.  
 
    Now, he thought.  
 
    He released his clenched will and, manipulating the returning spear with his mind, flipped it over and altered its path slightly.  
 
    
     New ability learnt! 4 AP remaining. 
 
     Ability: Teleport (Object) 
 
     Skill: Telekinesis. 
 
     Description: This ability allows the caster to manipulate the physical location and orientation of inanimate objects. 
 
     Rank: Novice. 
 
     Cost: 40 Will. 
 
     Execution time: 5 seconds. 
 
     Range: Maximum teleport distance of 1m x skill. Maximum teleport weight 1 kg x skill. 
 
   
 
    The troll, with his hand expectantly held out for the recalled spear, blinked in shock as the spear went not to his hand, but instead ripped through his unprotected throat. With a surprised gurgle, Litalgyar fell over, dead. 
 
    You have killed Litalgyar with a vital strike. 
 
    Having held out as long as he could, Kyran too succumbed, surrendering consciousness as he was overcome by pain. 
 
    
     Battle Log (Troll Ambush) 
 
     The battle has ended. 
 
       
 
     Combat Results 
 
     Creatures bonded: 0. 
 
     Hostiles killed: 2 troll hunters. 
 
     Party XP gained: 376,950 XP. 
 
       
 
     Level Gains 
 
     Kyran: 1 level (9 SP, 2 AP). New combat level: Level 14. 
 
     Adra: 1 level (3 SP, 1 AP). New combat level: Level 16. 
 
     Gaesin: 1 level (3 SP, 1 AP). New combat level: Level 14. 
 
     Aiken: 1 level. New combat level: Level 13. 
 
       
 
     Party Status 
 
     Kyran Seversan (bleeding):  
 
     HP:[image: ][image: ] 
 
     S:[image: ][image: ] 
 
     W:[image: ][image: ] 
 
     E:[image: ][image: ] 
 
       
 
     Adra Maeko:  
 
     HP:[image: ] 
 
     S:[image: ][image: ] 
 
     E:[image: ][image: ] 
 
       
 
     Gaesin Illineiros:  
 
     HP:[image: ] 
 
     S:[image: ][image: ] 
 
     E:[image: ][image: ] 
 
       
 
     Aiken (constricted, minor bleeding):  
 
     HP:[image: ][image: ] 
 
     S:[image: ][image: ] 
 
     W:[image: ][image: ] 
 
     E:[image: ][image: ] 
 
   
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Gaesin was frantic. Both Kyran and Aiken were down and with Kyran unconscious, the battlegroup had disbanded. From the vassal bond he knew that Kyran at least lived but likely not for much longer, not unless he received urgent attention. Of the bear he could not tell. Aiken was slumped unnaturally still, his mind silent and dark.  
 
    Gaesin dithered again, not sure who to attend to first. He should move, he knew. Make a decision and act. But fear kept him frozen. Adra appeared before him, grabbing roughly at his arms and shaking. “Gaesin, are you hurt? Are you all right?” 
 
    “Yes, I mean no—” he stuttered. 
 
    “Never mind.” She shoved him in the direction of the bear cub. “Go heal Aiken.” 
 
    “But—” he said, head twisted around to peer at the fallen Kyran. 
 
    Adra shook her head fiercely. “There is no time for this, Gaesin! Go now! Quickly. Heal Aiken. I will carry our lord to you. Go!” She shoved him forward again. 
 
    Not needing any further urging, Gaesin ran. He slipped and nearly tripped over the dead troll but caught himself in time. He slid to a halt before the bear, uncaring of the bruises he sustained. He placed trembling hands against the cub and felt a flutter. Alive. He was alive. 
 
    Hurriedly, he gathered essence and wove it into a healing spell. The bear’s breathing eased but immediately began to falter again. He cast insight over the bear.  
 
    
     Aiken has sustained 13 minor wounds (bleeding), -13 HP damage/minute. 
 
     Gaesin’s restore health (others) has healed Aiken for 19 HP. Remaining: 29/200 HP. 
 
   
 
    He was bleeding from over a dozen wounds. Wounds that Gaesin did not have the skill to heal. He began a second healing spell. He could only hope to restore the cub's health faster than the wounds drained it.  
 
    Adra staggered up, Kyran slung over her shoulder. “Gaesin,” she managed to gasp before falling over, doing her best to save Kyran from bearing the brunt of the fall. Gaesin hurried over and without bothering to inspect Kyran, cast a healing spell over him.  
 
    
     Kyran has sustained a moderate wound (nicked artery), -20 HP damage/minute. 
 
     Gaesin’s restore health (others) has healed Kyran for 15 HP. Remaining: 35/160 HP. 
 
   
 
    Kyran’s case was more desperate and while he had only the one wound, it was more severe than Aiken’s multiple cuts. Helplessly, he looked back and forth between the two. He could not heal both.  
 
    “The healing wave scrolls,” gasped Adra. 
 
    Of course. Fear was making him stupid. He upended his pack, scattering his belongings, the scrolls amongst them on the floor. Assuming a cross-legged position between the dying pair, he breathed in deeply. No more mistakes. He picked up one of the scrolls and cast.  
 
    Gaesin’s healing wave has healed Kyran and Aiken for 15 HP. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Gaesin was tired. He had been healing the two for over ten minutes and little had changed, both patients still unconscious. The healing waves did not stack with each other. To conserve the scrolls, he carefully timed his casting so that the second spell took effect just as the first finished but despite this careful rationing it would not be enough. 
 
    Wounds such as Aiken’s and Kyran’s could not be healed with a simple healing spell. Only higher-order healing spells or salves of the type stored in Kyran’s inventory could heal them. And with Kyran unconscious they had no access to the salves. According to Gaesin’s frantic calculations, he would run out of essence before scrolls. Aiken’s condition was at least improving, the bear gaining more health from the spell than was claimed by the bleeding. Kyran however deteriorated steadily. Despite the healing, his health inched lower. 
 
    Adra came over and gripped his shoulder once in comfort and support before retreating to guard the camp’s perimeter and its helpless occupants. 
 
    The thought of losing the two drove a spike through Gaesin’s heart. Other than Adra they were the only beings in this world that cared for him. Two of his only three friends. He would do anything to save them. But no matter how much he racked his brain, he could not come up with a solution. Kyran, he thought despairingly, would have come up with a plan. He always did. Gaesin gritted his teeth. He would keep at it, as long as he was able and hope for a miracle. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Twenty minutes later with Gaesin’s essence pool almost empty, Aiken huffed once and opened pain-wracked eyes. Adra who had long since abandoned her pretence of guarding the camp flung herself before the bear, gasping in relief. “Aiken. Aiken, thank the gods!” she cried, running her hands through his coat. 
 
    Aiken fixed his eyes on the still form of Kyran, a concerned purr rumbling in this throat. His eyes rolled over Gaesin, who with eyes streaming tears of joy, continued casting healing waves.  
 
    Aiken’s affection and thanks washed over him—for keeping both him and his bond mate alive. Then the bleeding bear stuttered to his feet and laboured his way to Kyran where he carefully lowered himself, his bulk pressed against the unconscious elf. Closing his eyes in weariness, the bear cast healing wave, signalling his intent to take over. Relieved, Gaesin fell over in exhaustion. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Kyran awoke to a burning agony in his left shoulder. He grimaced and shifted his head to glance at it, groaning involuntarily at the pain his movement stirred. A healing wave washed over him, causing the pain to abate momentarily. But it was still there, he noted, throbbing dully. Still befuddled, he inspected himself. In a rush, it flooded back to him—the ambush, this wound, Aiken… 
 
    Alarmed, he jerked himself upright, only to flop back down, gasping at the ripple of fire caused by his sudden movements. 
 
    Aiken’s reassurance flowed over him, soothing his fears. Running feet heralded the arrival of Gaesin and Adra. He opened his eyes to see Adra looming before him. With concern writ large on her face she asked gently, “Kyran, how are you feeling?” 
 
    “Like I’ve had a spear rammed through me,” he chuckled. He paid for his poor attempt at humour with renewed agony in his shoulder. He gritted his teeth against the pain. “What happened?” 
 
    “You were knocked unconscious after you felled the second troll. You’ve sustained a moderate wound. We’ve been waiting for you to regain consciousness. Aiken and Gaesin have kept you alive but we don’t have much time before the wound progresses.” 
 
    Kyran nodded, trying to make sense of Adra’s words, why didn’t they just heal him, they had all those healing salves after all… 
 
    Adra smacked him lightly on the cheek, regaining his attention. “Kyran, stay with us please,” she said urgently. “We need the salves from your inventory. We can’t heal you otherwise.” 
 
    He felt himself fogging over in pain again despite his struggle to remain conscious. A projected blast startled him awake. His eyes widened at the mental shock. Of course. The salves. They needed it. Without him they could not access his inventory. 
 
    Concentrating on the salves he focused on them appearing in his hands. He tried looking down to see if he had succeeded but couldn’t seem to get his limbs to function. He felt Aiken’s silent apology just before darkness claimed him.  
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 18                  
 
    13 Sepa 2603 AB 
 
      
 
    The next time he woke, Kyran was free of pain. He glanced at his left shoulder. It was whole and free of injury. He fingered it carefully. It was tender and sore to the touch but otherwise absent any pain. His chitin armour had been removed and lay besides him. Glancing at it, he saw a large rent torn open on its surface. His already-tattered shirt which he had worn since he entered this world had seen its last days, now torn and bloody. Another clean white shirt lay besides the armour—Gaesin’s presumably. 
 
    He sat up and looked around. Aiken looked up from besides the camp fire and sent him a joyful spray of images. The others followed his gaze and seeing Kyran awake, hurried over. 
 
    Gaesin said, “Don’t try to get up too soon, Kyran. Your body may be healed, but the healing has taken a toll. You will be weak for some time yet.” 
 
    Kyran has been healed of a moderate wound (nicked artery). Due to the severity of the wound, your body is weakened. Debuff: In recovery (-75% stamina, duration: 2 days). 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “What do you remember last?” asked Adra. 
 
    “Waking up, being delirious with pain, and… taking out the healing salves from my inventory?” 
 
    Adra nodded. “That’s about right. Without it we would not have been able to heal your wounds or Aiken’s.” She filled him in on everything that had happened since he fell unconscious. 
 
    “How long was I out?” 
 
    “Not too long, ten hours maybe.” 
 
    He glanced about worriedly. “Are we safe here? Do we know where the trolls came from?” 
 
    Adra shook her head. “I tried to follow their trail but lost it quickly.” She sniffed grudgingly. “Whoever they were, they were good but I think they were alone. If there were more, they would have attacked by now or been part of the original attack.” She shrugged. “But we’ve remained alert. The camp alarm system is active and we’ve periodically patrolled the nearby tunnels.” 
 
    He nodded, glad that she had taken charge in his absence. “Thank you, Adra, that was well done.” He tried to stand up, but his legs were too shaky to support him. He lay back down. “It looks like I am not quite ready to travel yet. If no one objects, we camp here another night and resume our journey, if not tomorrow, then the next day?” 
 
    Adra and Gaesin nodded in agreement. Adra hesitated. “Kyran… if you are feeling up to it, there is something you should see?” 
 
    About to close his eyes, Kyran paused. “Yes?” 
 
    Adra pulled out a bloody tunic that he realised with a start belonged to one of the troll hunters. The tunic was nondescript but for the torn insignia of a six-taloned claw. “What am I looking at?” he asked, puzzled. 
 
    “Both the troll hunters were wearing a tunic like this. This insignia—it’s the symbol of Xetil.” 
 
    Kyran stared. “Are you telling me those two were champions?” he asked slowly. 
 
    “No, definitely not. But they were Xetil’s men—possibly even vassals. Somehow his forces have penetrated the labyrinth. And he probably didn’t send just the two.” 
 
    So. Xetil was hunting him. In the labyrinth. That complicated things. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    The next morning Kyran rose early and forced himself to his feet. Even though still shaky, he managed to stay upright. The others had politely refused his offer to stand watch last night—much to his relief. The rest had done him good and he felt able to travel once more. 
 
    With news that Xetil was hunting him, he was eager for them to be on their way. He did not fancy being a sitting target. In short order, the camp was dissembled and the party ready to leave. All that remained was for Kyran to inspect the loot from the trolls.  
 
    Acquired: 9 gold, 5 silver. 
 
      
 
    
     Acquired: Full set of studded leather armour. 
 
     Type: Light armour. 
 
     Weight: 8 kg. 
 
     Rank: Common.  
 
     Requirements: None. 
 
     Armour: 15. 
 
     Condition: Average. 
 
     Description: Basic studded leather armour. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Acquired: Darksteel daggers x 2. 
 
     Type: Weapon (one-handed, short). 
 
     Weight: 0.3 kg. 
 
     Rank: Uncommon.  
 
     Requirements: Level 40. 
 
     Damage: 40-50 slashing damage. 
 
     Condition: Excellent. 
 
     Description: A curved blade made from darksteel, favoured for close combat in confined spaces. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Acquired: Darksteel spear. 
 
     Type: Weapon (One-handed, long). 
 
     Weight: 1.5 kg. 
 
     Rank: Uncommon. 
 
     Requirements: Level 40. 
 
     Damage: 50-70 piercing damage. 
 
     Condition: Excellent. 
 
     Description: A well-crafted throwing spear. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Acquired: Hunter’s Net. 
 
     Type: Class Item. 
 
     Weight: 5.0 kg. 
 
     Rank: Journeyman. 
 
     Special Properties: Can imprison 1 prey, immobilising it until released. 
 
     Requirements: Hunter Class. 
 
     Condition: Good. 
 
     Description: A item unique to the hunter class, this item is used to snare a hunter's prey. 
 
   
 
    Bits of the troll’s armour was salvageable, enough to make a full set between them. Thoughtfully, he inspected Adra’s armour. 
 
    “Adra, why don’t you take the armour. It should fit you, if a bit loosely, and it looks to be much better than your current set.”  
 
    “Thank you, Kyran,” she said and without further ado replaced her worn armour with the trolls’. Pity there is only one useable chest piece, thought Kyran, or I could have replaced my pierced chitin armour as well. The knives, spears and coins he stored in his inventory, none suitable for the party. 
 
    “One more thing before we leave. It was foolish of me to store all the healing salves in my inventory. From here on we make sure that each party member carries his or her own cache of essential supplies—just in case.” With that, he divided up the healing salves before resuming their journey. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Game Data 
 
      
 
    
     Aiken Profile (Condensed) 
 
       
 
     Name: Aiken 
 
     Class: Player Companion 
 
     Race: Jade Great Bear (Elder Beast) 
 
     Level: 13 (cub) 
 
     Health: 260/260 
 
     Stamina: 1000/1000 
 
     Will: 1200/1200 
 
     Essence: 400/400 
 
       
 
     Attacks 
 
     Physical: 26 (blunt, slash). 
 
     Spell: 13 (earth). 
 
       
 
     Defences 
 
     Physical Defence: 19.5 
 
     Psi Defence: 32.5 
 
     Spell Defence: 23 
 
       
 
     Abilities (active): 
 
     Terrifying roar, Rending bite, Mauling attack, Stone dive, Healing wave. 
 
       
 
     Abilities (passive): 
 
     Earth immunity, Poison resistance, Jade Skin, Earth Sight. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Kyran Profile (Condensed) 
 
     Name: Kyran Seversan 
 
     Race: Elf 
 
     Combat Level: 14 
 
     Civilian Level: 16 
 
     Health: 160/160 
 
     Stamina: 500/500 
 
     Will: 1020/1020 
 
     Essence: 1200/1200 
 
       
 
     Attacks 
 
     Physical: 21.3 (slash). 
 
     Mental: 28.6 (psi). 
 
     Spell: 35.7 (fire). 
 
       
 
     Defences 
 
     Physical Defence: 18.2 
 
     Psi Defence: 16 
 
     Spell Defence: 16 
 
       
 
     Combat Skills (2 SP available) 
 
     Beast Bonding: 35.6 (11 base) 
 
     Body Control: 16.3 (8 base) 
 
     Light Armour: 14.4 (12 base) 
 
     Psionics: 28.6 (14 base) 
 
     Psi Armour: 0 
 
     Telekinesis: 26.5 (13 base) 
 
     Telepathy: 28.6 (14 base) 
 
     Will Regen.: 0 
 
     Air Magic: 17.9 (7 base) 
 
     Earth Magic: 17.9 (7 base) 
 
     Essence Regen.: 0 
 
     Fire Magic: 35.7 (14 base) 
 
     Supportive Magic: 30.6 (12 base) 
 
     Wands & Staffs: 0 
 
     Mystical garments: 0 
 
     Spellcasting: 35.7 (14 base) 
 
     Water Magic: 17.9 (7 base) 
 
     Longbow (Racial): 0 
 
     Longsword (Racial): 6.4 (8 base) 
 
       
 
     Civilian Skills 
 
     Commander: 11.5 (16 base) 
 
     Feudal Lord: 0 
 
     Governor: 0 
 
     Mage Lord: 38.4 (16 base) 
 
     Scrying: 11.5 (16 base) 
 
     Travelling: 11.5 (16 base) 
 
     Nature Lore (Racial): 19.2 (16 base) 
 
       
 
     Vassals & Minions 
 
     Maximum allowed: 11 (16 base) 
 
     Current: 2. 
 
       
 
     Combat Abilities (4 AP available) 
 
     Novice: 
 
     Beast Bond, Extend Bond, Confusion, Boost Speed, Hold, Teleport (Object). 
 
     Truesight, Fire Dart, Slippery Ice, Grasping Roots, Fire Shield, Ice Wall, Earth Tremor, Poison Ward, Restore Health (Others), Freezing Hands. 
 
     Base: 
 
     Calm Beast, Mind Over Matter, Teleport (Self), Mind Shock. 
 
     Blend, Barkskin, Flaming Hands, Restore Health (Self), Water Armour. 
 
       
 
     Civilian Abilities (3 AP available) 
 
     Novice: 
 
     Travel (Self), Basic Scrying, Gather Plants. 
 
     Base: 
 
     Inspiring, Channel Essence, Show Hostiles, Show Portals, Show Plants (map), Shared Sight, Channel Novice Spells. 
 
       
 
     Equipped Items 
 
     Damaged set of Chitin armour (15 base armour). 
 
     Novice’s Training sword (15-20 base slash damage). 
 
     Bone shaman necklace (+2% earth magic). 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Gaesin Profile (Condensed) 
 
     Name: Gaesin Illineiros 
 
     Class: none.  
 
     Race: Half-Elf 
 
     Combat Level: 14 
 
     Civilian Level: 10 
 
     Health: 126/126 
 
     Stamina: 450/450 
 
     Will: 520/520 
 
     Essence: 800/800 
 
       
 
     Attacks 
 
     Spell: 26.6 (earth) 
 
       
 
     Defences 
 
     Physical Defence: 14 
 
     Psi Defence: 14 
 
     Spell Defence: 14 
 
       
 
     Combat Skills (0 SP available) 
 
     Essence Regen.: 0 
 
     Supportive Magic: 24.5 (14 base) 
 
     Wands & Staffs: 26.6 (14 base) 
 
     Mystical garments: 0 
 
     Spellcasting: 24.5 (14 base) 
 
     Water Magic: 24.5 (14 base) 
 
       
 
     Combat Abilities (0 AP available) 
 
     Novice: 
 
     Restore Health (Others), Healing Aura, Restore Mind, Detect Magic, Slippery Ice, Ice Wall, Freezing Hands. 
 
     Base: 
 
     Ranged magical attack, Water Armour, Restore Health (Self). 
 
       
 
     Civilian Skills (0 SP available) 
 
     Scribe: 10.4 (10 base) 
 
     Lore: 10.4 (10 base) 
 
       
 
     Civilian Abilities (3 AP available) 
 
     Novice: 
 
     Scribe novice spells, Mimic novice ability. 
 
     Base: 
 
     Observe. 
 
       
 
     Equipped Items 
 
     Novices’ robes (5 spell armour). 
 
     Cat’s eye ring (night vision). 
 
     Shaman’s earth staff (1 base earth damage). 
 
     Bracelet of Magical Shield (Magic shield spell). 
 
     Spellcaster’s Ring (+15% wands & staffs). 
 
     Healing Wave scrolls x 15. 
 
     Minor healing salve. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Adra Profile (Condensed) 
 
     Name: Adra Maeko  
 
     Class: none.  
 
     Race: Wolven 
 
     Combat Level: 16 
 
     Civilian Level: 18 
 
     Health: 252/252 
 
     Stamina: 700/700 
 
     Will: 500/500 
 
     Essence: 500/500 
 
       
 
     Attacks 
 
     Physical: 24.8 (piercing) 
 
       
 
     Defences 
 
     Physical Defence: 21.4 
 
     Psi Defence: 18 
 
     Spell Defence: 18 
 
       
 
     Combat Skills (0 SP available) 
 
     Bows: 24 (16 base) 
 
     Light Armour: 22.5 (11.5 base) 
 
     Stealth: 26.4 (16 base) 
 
     Archery: 24 (16 base) 
 
     One-handed weapons (short): 11 (7 base) 
 
       
 
     Combat Abilities (0 AP available) 
 
     Novice: 
 
     Focused shot, Throw weapon, Ensnaring arrows, Stunning arrow, Flaming arrow. 
 
     Base: 
 
     Snipe. 
 
       
 
     Civilian Skills (0 SP available) 
 
     Mapping: 27 (18 base) 
 
     Camping: 27 (18 base) 
 
     Nature Lore: 27 (18 base) 
 
     Fletching: 18 (18 base) 
 
       
 
     Civilian Abilities (1 AP available) 
 
     Novice: 
 
     Physical Tracking, Hide Tracks, Create Map, Establish Camp, Early warning system, Gather plants, Encourage growth, Harvest beast remains, Craft arrows. 
 
     Base: 
 
     Read Map, Forage. 
 
       
 
     Equipped Items 
 
     Full set of studded leather armour (15 armour). 
 
     Steel shortsword (8-12 slash damage). 
 
     Wolven longbow (15-20 piercing damage). 
 
     Minor healing salve. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Inventory (Full) 
 
     Storage Capacity: 158.6/200 kg. 
 
     Money: 17 gold, 35 silver, 50 coppers. 
 
       
 
     General Items (10 kg): 
 
     Precious gems (2 x diamond, 3 x sapphire, 1 x emerald, 2 x ruby) (0 kg). 
 
     Basic leather bag x 5 (1 kg). 
 
     Rough pieces of copper x 15 (1.5 kg). 
 
     Tattered cloak (0.3 kg). 
 
     Labyrinth Map (0 kg). 
 
     Spectacles of Revealing (0.1 kg). 
 
     Message scroll (0 kg). 
 
     Mysterious owl lockbox (0.3 kg). 
 
     Champion’s Handbook (0.4 kg). 
 
     Scorpion venom x 5 (0 kg). 
 
     Minor healing salves x 3 (0.3 kg). 
 
     Large leather bag (0.4 kg). 
 
     Poison Shrooms x 30 (0.5 kg). 
 
     Hunter's net (5.0 kg). 
 
       
 
     Camping Items (13 kg): 
 
     Tinder and Fire starters (0.3 kg). 
 
     Firestones (3.0 kg). 
 
     Sleep sacks x 4 (4.0 kg). 
 
     Small camp alarm system (0.7 kg). 
 
     Large tent x 1 (5 kg). 
 
       
 
     Crafting Items (66.5 kg): 
 
     Bone spearheads x 10 (5 kg). 
 
     Spider silk (3 kg). 
 
     Blank scrolls x 500 (2.5 kg). 
 
     Scribe set (0.5 kg). 
 
     Chitin leathers x 5 (5 kg). 
 
     Jade bear skins x 30 (30 kg). 
 
     Spear shafts x 20 (8 kg). 
 
     Frost ophidians skins x 25 (12.5 kg). 
 
       
 
     Armour (7.7 kg): 
 
     Chitin helm (0.5 kg). 
 
     Rusted darksteel chainmail vest (7 kg). 
 
     Shaman’s headdress (0.2 kg). 
 
       
 
     Weapons (18.4 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 1 (1.5 kg). 
 
     Basic longsword (1.4 kg). 
 
     Basic Arrows x 200 (4.0 kg). 
 
     Steel knife x 2 (0.5 kg). 
 
     Inferno staffs x 2 (3,0 kg). 
 
     Shaman’s fire staff x 1 (1.5 kg). 
 
     Shaman’s water staff x 1 (1.5 kg). 
 
     Darksteel daggers x 2 (0.6 kg). 
 
     Darksteel spear (1.5 kg). 
 
       
 
     Food (43 kg): 
 
     Cave fungi x 30 (3 kg) 
 
     Kobold basic travel rations x 60 (12 kg). 
 
     Food preparation kit (1 kg). 
 
     Basic travel rations x 140 (25 kg). 
 
     Cooking utensils (2.0 kg). 
 
   
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 19                  
 
    15 Sepa 2603 AB 
 
      
 
    Nagas are one of Myelad’s rarer races. They are naturally aquatic and xenophobic, dwelling in remote waterways, shunning contact with all other lifeforms. Like other feral creatures, they are neither fully beastlike nor wholly sentient. They have a natural affinity for essence and are drawn to anywhere it can be found in abundance. – from the writings of naturalist Johlya Seerixa. 
 
      
 
    Six days later the party reached the Western Core. At first, their progress was slowed by Kyran’s reduced stamina, but they turned it to their advantage, using the constant breaks it enforced to level their civilian skills. By the third day, Kyran had fully recovered and the party resumed their old pace. They reached the Western Core on the sixth day to find it refreshingly empty of life. Without pause they continued on, and on the morning of the seventh day, Aiken led them into White Rock cavern. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    The party halted a hundred metres from the cavern. The matriarch had implied danger within it and Aiken who had shown no fear thus far seemed, if not exactly afraid, then reluctant to proceed further. They would do this carefully.  
 
    The best course of action, Kyran decided, would be for Adra to scout the cavern and determine what lay in wait for them. Uneasily, Kyran watched her stealthily creep down the tunnel and slip into the cavern. The battle with the troll hunters had reminded him of his mortality and how easy it would be for death to claim one of them. He did not want to lose any of his companions and having Adra scout the cavern alone without support made him anxious. Long minutes passed and there was yet no communication from Adra. Kyran fought the urge to telepathically send to her; he did not want to disturb her at a critical juncture.  
 
    The minutes stretched by and Kyran’s anxiety morphed to worry. Kyran would have charged in already if not for the battlegroup thread that showed her to be healthy and hale. Finally, communication. “Nagas,” whispered Adra. 
 
    “Nagas?” he asked, perplexed. Gaesin looked troubled at the words and Aiken bared his teeth in fury.  
 
    “Best you see for yourself,” said Adra, opening her mind to Kyran. 
 
    Casting shared sight, Kyran looked through her eyes and nearly dropped the spell in amazement at what he saw. Adra was perched on an outcropping of rock on the cavern’s perimeter. In the centre of the cavern, at the bottom of a small waterfall that flowed into the cavern from an opening some three metres above, was an idyllic lake. The entire cavern was a startling white and bathed in a gentle warm light that shone from millions of luminous crystals embedded in its ceiling. It was the most light he yet seen in the labyrinth. It must have been this, he thought, that had delayed Adra and made her doubly cautious. She had done well to get as far into the cavern as she had. 
 
    But it was not any of this that caused Kyran’s jaw to drop in amazement. It was the grass. Unbelievable. Amazing green grass. In a cavern deep within the earth. He shook his head disbelievingly. The cavern was picturesque, beautiful and entirely at odds with anything else he had seen in the labyrinth. 
 
    In his fascination with the cavern, he had forgotten about the nagas. A chance ripple in the lake waters drew his eye. He sobered immediately on seeing what had attracted his attention.  
 
    A reptilian creature slithered out of the water. It was six metres in length, its body covered in blue scales. At the water’s edges it coiled its undulating length and reared up. Its head was lizard-like with two slitted grey orbs, flat sub-nose and jaws filled with needle-like teeth. Scaly dorsal fins fanned out from its head in the form of an elaborate headdress. Its forked tongue slipped forth, tasting the air. He triggered his insight on the creature.  
 
    
     Creature: Naga Guardian 
 
     Type: Semi-Sentient (Savage) 
 
     Rarity: Legendary 
 
     Level: 20 
 
     Health: 210 / 210 
 
     Attack: 15-25 water 
 
     Defences (Physical/ Psi/ Spell): 20/ 43 / 32 
 
       
 
     Special Effects: 
 
     Ice bolt: Fires projectiles of ice. 
 
     Vulnerable to air: +50% air damage. 
 
     Vulnerable to fire: +75% fire damage. 
 
     Water immunity: +100% resistance to water damage. 
 
       
 
     Description: 
 
     Nagas are an amphibious race that nest together in close-knit groups, each with a specialised function. The guardian's primary role is defence of the nest and the broodmother. 
 
   
 
    The creature was a level twenty naga guardian and nearly invulnerable in water. 
 
    He studied it carefully as it writhed in the lake and then the rest of the cavern with a more probing gaze. Where was the thirteenth well, he wondered? As fantastic as the cavern was, nothing within its environs suggested it contained an essence well. It must be hidden. Two more nagas broke the surface of the lake, both also level twenty guardians. How many were there? There was no way they could search the cavern, not with the nagas in the lake. Show hostiles unambiguously marked them as hostile.  
 
    Having seen enough, he withdrew to ponder their options. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    In the end the party determined that the lake was occupied by six naga guardians and a young level twenty-five broodmother. After Kyran withdrew, Adra had continued her surveillance of the cavern, patiently identifying and counting the individual nagas as they surfaced on the lake. 
 
    How she had managed to tell the guardians apart, he did not know but he trusted her judgement. They were once again huddled before the cavern entrance, putting together everything they knew of the creatures. Gaesin, surprisingly, was a font of knowledge on nagas. “We’re lucky. That looks to be a very young nest.” 
 
    “Nest?” 
 
    “Yes, nest. Nagas live in nests of between fifty and a hundred. The nests are ruled by the broodmother and contain nagas of multiple castes including guardians, warlocks, workers and handmaidens. The only time you see a nest this small is when a young female strikes out on her own to start a new one.” 
 
    “You seem to know a lot about them.” Kyran glanced at Adra; she seemed equally surprised.  
 
    “Of course. Nagas are renowned for their exceptional water affinity. They are natural and instinctive water mages. In Iltenial academy we carefully studied them and many of our spells are modelled on their own. There are even a few live specimens held captive and under observation.” 
 
    “Is there any chance of reasoning with them? To achieve a peaceful resolution here?” asked Kyran. 
 
    Gaesin shook his head empathically. “No. Nagas hate everyone, including nagas of other nests. There is no reasoning with them.” 
 
    “How do we defeat them?” 
 
    Gaesin bit his lips uncertainly. “I don’t know. They are highly vulnerable to fire and air magic, but water in any form will heal them. As long as they are in the lake there will be no beating them.” 
 
    Kyran nodded absently, staring up in thought. They had to lure the nagas out the lake of course. “How intelligent are they?” 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    An hour later the party was in position and ready to execute their plan. “Ready?” queried Kyran over the battlegroup channel. Receiving nods of assent, he gave Aiken the order to initiate. “Go, brother.” 
 
    At Kyran’s order, Aiken raced into the cavern, and skittering to a halt at the lake shores, roared a primal challenge. The original plan had called for him to burst out of a stone dive within the cavern but it seemed its white rock was rich in a metal deposit that was too dense for Aiken to swim through. But it mattered little as this hasty revision of the plan sufficed just as well.  
 
    At Aiken’s roar, all seven nagas shot out of the water, hissing menacingly. Aiken promptly turned tail, fleeing the cavern while dodging ice projectiles. As Aiken raced past Kyran, where he sat concealed on a ledge above the cavern mouth, he thought, now to see if it works. He had teleported himself there earlier in preparation.  
 
    In short order the reptiles slithered out, hard on Aiken’s heels. It had worked. “Incoming!” he shouted in the battle channel. At his shout, Gaesin who was fifty metres ahead, began casting ice wall. Kyran did the same over the cavern mouth.  
 
    Gaesin has cast ice wall (length: 24.5m, Wall HP: 245), 0 frozen. 
 
      
 
    Kyran has cast ice wall (length: 17.9m, Wall HP: 179), 0 frozen. 
 
    At the ice wall’s appearance, Aiken stone dived leaving the nagas trapped alone between the walls. A facet of magic in Myelad was that each element was highly resistant to itself. This usually resulted in magical battles of the same element resulting in stalemates. The nagas’ attacks, which were primarily water-based in nature, would inflict only minimal damage on the ice wall, giving Kyran enough time to enact the next phase of his plan. 
 
    At Aiken’s disappearance the nagas drew up and hissed in fury. Deprived of a target for their ire, they spat ice bolts at both walls trapping them in.  
 
    A naga guardian’s 3 ice bolts have hit an ice wall for 21 water damage (20 damage resisted), remaining: 224/245 HP. 
 
    Kyran completed his casting and grasping roots sprang forth, entangling the nagas in their grasp. Not giving the nagas a chance to respond to this new threat, he set the roots alight with a volley of fire darts. The nagas’ hissing fury turned to cries of pain as they caught alight. On the other side Gaesin and Adra climbed a pile of rocks, prepared for just this purpose, and loosened volleys of their own—Adra, flaming arrows and Gaesin, who had swapped to a fire staff, his own fire projectiles.  
 
    Caught in the crossfire of the flaming projectiles and trapped in place by the ice walls, the nagas were doomed. They writhed in agony and rammed into the ice walls in desperation, mindlessly seeking to escape, too far lost to pain to even think of firing on their tormentors above the ice walls. 
 
    The ice walls began to melt from the heat of the burning nagas and grasping roots but by then it was nearly over, the last naga falling over dead before the walls collapsed. 
 
    The ambush had worked much better than he had any right to expect. Pleased, he teleported off the ledge, joining the others who were inspecting the burnt corpses with unwarranted looks of concern. His own smile faded, seeing their worry. “What?” 
 
    Gaesin looked up, troubled. “There are only six nagas here. The broodmother. She is still in the lake.” 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Kyran cursed. And it had all gone so well. But the most dangerous naga, the broodmother, had evaded their trap. They had retreated back down the tunnel again, not willing to risk a surprise attack by the broodmother.  
 
    “Any chance she will fall for it again?” asked Kyran. 
 
    Gaesin looked doubtful. “Unlikely. A broodmother’s primary purpose is to birth the young and protect the nest. If she did not leave the first time, it’s unlikely she would the second. And, as dim-witted as nagas are, she is undoubtedly on guard against another ambush.” 
 
    “So how do we draw her out?” asked Adra. 
 
    Gaesin shrugged helplessly. “I don’t know, but while she is in the lake there is little we can do to harm her.” 
 
    Kyran closed his eyes, going over everything Gaesin had told them about the broodmother. The broodmothers were at the top of the naga food chain, their ruling class and the most dangerous of their spell casters. They could expect her to throw a multitude of water-based spells at them, some of which they probably would not have seen before, but she bore the same vulnerability against fire and air. And the lake itself would stop any fire-based attacks. Which left air… 
 
    Kyran’s eyes snapped open. He had a plan. “How large, would you say, is the lake?” he asked. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    On guard and fully buffed, the party marched into the cavern. They didn’t bother with concealment, fully expecting the broodmother to be on guard against any sneak attacks. Once in the cavern the party split, Gaesin, Adra and Aiken to the right and Kyran to the left.  
 
    At their entrance, the broodmother reared up from the lake’s centre, eyes aflame with her fury. Sweeping the party with her gaze, she spat a volley of ice bolts, blanketing the cavern with a hail of missiles. Fully expecting some sort of attack, Gaesin and Adra dodged for cover behind Aiken, who stood firm and shielded them with his bulk. Kyran likewise did not bother to duck, trusting his fire shield—even with its vulnerability to water damage—to block the projectiles. Instead, he retaliated with a fiery volley of his own. 
 
    
     Kyran’s 2 fire darts have hit a broodmother for 100 damage (+75% damage). Remaining 250/350 HP. 
 
     The lake waters have healed a broodmother for 10 HP. Remaining 260/350 HP. 
 
     A broodmother’s 2 ice bolts have hit Kyran for 0 damage (75 blocked by fire shield). Remaining shield: 282/357 HP. 
 
     The lake waters have healed a broodmother for 10 HP. Remaining 270/350 HP. 
 
   
 
    As soon as the broodmother’s ice volley passed them, Gaesin and Adra let loose with their own flaming attacks.  
 
    Beholding the incoming volleys and in instinctive fear of the fire, the broodmother dived to hide within the safety of the lake.  
 
    
     Gaesin’s magic missile has missed a broodmother (evaded). 
 
     Adra’s fire arrow has missed a broodmother. 
 
     The lake waters have healed a broodmother for 10 HP. Remaining 280/350 HP. 
 
   
 
    This was what Kyran waited for. “Now!” he shouted to Gaesin. 
 
    As one they cast slippery ice, the two spells together freezing over the lake’s surface and trapping the broodmother beneath its surface. The party hurried forward, not knowing how much time they had before the broodmother broke through.  
 
    Adra pulled one of the spears she had secured on her back for just this purpose and thrust it repeatedly through the frozen lake surface. While she did this, Kyran kept watch on the broodmother on his map. She swam in a lazy arc beneath the lake, making no attempt to break through the ice, seemingly unconcerned by its presence on the lake.  
 
    Eventually the spear broke through and Adra began on a second hole. Aiken thrust his paws in the hole, widening it. When he was done, Kyran activated shocking hands. 
 
    
     New ability used! 
 
     Ability: Shocking Hands 
 
     Skill: Air magic. 
 
     Description: Causes the caster’s hands to be enveloped in lightning that inflicts air damage. For the duration of this spell the caster’s hands are immune to air damage. 
 
     Rank: Novice. 
 
     Cost: 80 Essence per hour. 
 
     Execution time: Instantaneous. 
 
     Range: Caster’s touch. 
 
     Damage: Inflicts a maximum of 1 x skill of air damage per second to the target touched. 
 
     Duration: Infinite (activated ability). 
 
   
 
    Essence rushed out of his centre and coated his hands in crackling bursts of static. The charge built and erupted into jagged bolts of lightning which weaved around his hands. 
 
    He had prepared for this moment earlier by maximising his air magic skill and unlocking the shocking hands ability. He thrust his right hand within the hole created by Aiken and Adra. His left he held up, waiting for the two to complete the second break.  
 
    The lightning leapt eagerly from his hands into the mineral-rich waters of the lake, igniting tiny bolts of light within its depth.  
 
    Lightning from Kyran’s shocking hands has spread 1m into the lake, creating a shock field. 
 
    The second hole was completed and Kyran thrust his left hand within it. The charge built in the lake, and the bolts of lightning spread farther into its depth. Ignoring the chill bite of the ice, Kyran held his hands in the lake’s depth, letting them slowly ionise its waters.  
 
    Lightning from Kyran’s shocking hands has spread 5m into the lake, creating a shock field. 
 
    “Be ready,” he called to the team. “Any minute now, she’s going to feel it.” Adra and Aiken assumed guard positions at his side and Gaesin behind him.  
 
    By now, the flickering bolts of light neared the lake’s centre and finally sensing something amiss, the broodmother moved to investigate. But no sooner had she set off towards the party than she felt the bite of the lightning. Tiny bolts of lightning wreathed her body and she recoiled back in shock. 
 
    
     Kyran’s shock field has hit a broodmother for 15 damage (+50% damage). Remaining 335/350 HP. 
 
     The lake waters have healed a broodmother for 10 HP. Remaining 345/350 HP. 
 
   
 
    She retreated, but the lightning followed relentlessly, the lake’s waters now ionised to deadly levels.  
 
    
     Kyran’s shock field has hit a broodmother for 20 damage (+50% damage). 
 
     The lake waters have healed a broodmother for 10 HP.  
 
     … 
 
     Kyran’s shock field has hit a broodmother for 25 damage (+50% damage).  
 
     The lake waters have healed a broodmother for 10 HP. Remaining 325/350 HP. 
 
   
 
    In desperation, the broodmother fled to the opposite end of the lake, butting helplessly against the ice.  
 
    
     Kyran’s shock field has hit a broodmother for 30 damage (+50% damage).  
 
     The lake waters have healed a broodmother for 10 HP.  
 
     … 
 
     Kyran’s shock field has hit a broodmother for 35 damage (+50% damage).  
 
     The lake waters have healed a broodmother for 10 HP. Remaining 270/350 HP. 
 
   
 
     “Go!” shouted Kyran. 
 
    The three raced around the edges of the lake, Gaesin casting ice wall as he went to reinforce the ice where the broodmother attacked it.  
 
    Seeing the ice wall appear above her, the broodmother fled to a new spot and began to pound it anew, all the while taking damage from the lightning bolts that grew steadily stronger. 
 
    Kyran’s shock field has hit a broodmother for 50 damage (+50% damage). Remaining 155/350 HP. 
 
    Aiken, Adra and Gaesin followed. They slid to a stop at the position the broodmother had chosen to enact her escape and waited. In frenzied desperation she crashed repeatedly against the ice, heedless of the damage she inflicted on herself. But it was futile. She had left it to too late. 
 
    A broodmother has been killed. 
 
    In the end she lost the race. The lightning claimed her before she could break through. Mercilessly, the party watched her lifeless body sink to the lake’s depths.  
 
    
     Battle Log (Naga Nest) 
 
     The battle has ended. 
 
     Gaesin has observed and gained knowledge of the spell ice bolt. 
 
       
 
     Combat Results 
 
     Creatures bonded: 0. 
 
     Hostiles killed: 7 nagas. 
 
     Party XP gained: 209,895 XP. 
 
       
 
     Level Gains 
 
     Kyran: 1 level (9 SP, 2 AP). New combat level: Level 15. 
 
     Adra: 1 level (3 SP, 1 AP). New combat level: Level 17. 
 
     Gaesin: 1 level (3 SP, 1 AP). New combat level: Level 15. 
 
     Aiken: 1 level. New combat level: Level 14. 
 
       
 
     Items Acquired 
 
     Naga skins x 7 (7 kg). 
 
   
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Lesh was worried. It had been weeks since he sent the trolls after the player but had yet to receive word from them. He chewed his nails—a nervous habit from another life. They must be dead, but how? Dislike the two he may, but he acknowledged that both were competent, experienced hunters, more than a match for one low-level player. 
 
    Lesh shuffled to his work bench, wading through the mounds of debris littering the tent floor. The kobolds were ignoring him too. No longer did any bring him food or clean his chambers. It was maddening. 
 
    His requests—demands—to see their chief was ignored, as were his queries on the player’s whereabouts. Infuriating. At the thought alone, he felt the urge to boil alive a few of the ignorant savages. How dare they treat him this way? 
 
    The desire to assert his dominance was overwhelming. But no, he couldn’t. There were too many of them. They would bury him alive with numbers alone. 
 
    And Xetil would not be happy. Was not happy already, if Xetil’s reaction to his status report two days ago was anything to go by. He chewed his nails with renewed vigour. He had to appease Xetil soon. Or else. He swept clean his bench. He needed a new plan. It was time he searched for the player himself and saw to his own defence. He sat down and got to work, drawing up plans for eyebots. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 20                  
 
    20 Sepa 2603 AB 
 
      
 
    Many forget that life before the game was different. In ancient times, Myelad was a wild, barbaric world where might made right and chaos magic ran rife. 
 
    The Game changed all that. It brought with it essence wells that removed natural essence from the world and confined its use to responsible divine followers, robbing demonic worshippers of much of their power. And just as importantly, it fuelled civilization. Without the game, and its essence wells, none of the technology we take for granted today would be possible. 
 
    There would be no essence portals, no instantaneous communication across the world, no running hot water, no light sources to brighten the night and no memory crystals. The Game has given us all this. And we should be grateful to the Gods for such gifts. – from the preachings of Xen Lize, high priest of Balkar. 
 
      
 
    Chewing on a stalk of grass, Kyran’s eyes roved over the cavern. Nothing appeared unusual or out of place—nothing to suggest that this cavern hid one of the most prized artefacts in Myelad. Well nothing, other than the strange grass, he thought wryly. He studied the stalk in his hands again. 
 
    
     Found: Weirdling grass. 
 
     Type: Crafting ingredient. 
 
     Special properties: Unknown (Your level is too low to perceive this). 
 
     Description: Unnatural strain of grass, infused by raw essence. Your skill is insufficient to harvest this (master rank required). 
 
   
 
    Another curiosity, about which he could do little. He shrugged, turning back to the cavern. With the nagas dead, the cavern was tranquil, beautiful even. It is a place, thought Kyran wistfully, where one could while away the time and escape from the cares of the world. If one had such luxuries. 
 
    He reached into his inventory and delicately retrieved the spectacles. Handling it with care, he slipped them on. 
 
    
     Kyran has equipped the spectacles of revealing. 
 
     Status effect: Can pierce hidden veils. 
 
   
 
    The cavern looked little different through the spectacles. Well, except for the luminous glowing shape behind the waterfall. That instantly drew the eye. He could divine little of its nature from this distance. He removed the spectacles and peered again at the waterfall. The luminous object did not appear in either his natural sight or magical truesight. 
 
    Turning to the rest of the party, Kyran called out, “I think I have found something. It’s hidden behind the waterfall.” He gestured to a spot midway up the falls. “Adra, you are in charge. Maintain a watch while I am gone. I should not be long.” 
 
    “Are you sure, Kyran? Should one of us not accompany you?” 
 
    Kyran waved this off. “I’ll be fine. There is no danger now.” He trusted his companions but did not want to reveal the secret of the thirteenth well. For their own safety as much as anything else. 
 
    The well’s existence was an explosive secret, one sure to turn Myelad on its head and endanger all who knew of its existence. Secrets, he knew, were best kept when known only to a few. But this did not stop him from feeling guilty about the deception. 
 
    He removed his armour and sword, storing them in his inventory. Dressed only in tattered garments (I really need some new clothes, he thought), he waded through the shallow waters of the lake until he reached the waterfall. Standing at the bottom, he ignored the gentle spray of water while he studied the rock face behind it. At the level of the glowing object was a narrow ledge. It was not very high up and there were plenty of handholds on the path to it. It would be an easy climb. 
 
    In little time, Kyran scaled the rock wall and pulled himself up onto the ledge. Looking about, he saw that the ledge continued behind the waterfall, leading directly to the hidden object. Testing his footing before each step on the slippery ledge, he made his way tentatively towards it. 
 
    Reaching the magical glow, Kyran saw that it was not a single object but six separate crystals, each of which gave off its own blue luminous glow. The crystals were randomly embedded in the wall and were cleverly disguised to appear a natural part of the stone. 
 
    Curious, he removed the spectacles and studied the rockface. Without the crystal’s glow they were indistinguishable from stone and appeared no different from hundreds of other protrusions along the surface. 
 
    He slipped the glasses back on and waited. Nothing happened. He scratched his head, wondering what to do next. The crystals did not react to his presence, nor did insight reveal anything about them. Shrugging, he reached forward and gingerly touched one. 
 
    At his touch, the crystal turned golden. Hurriedly he pulled back his hand. And waited. Nothing further happened. After a few seconds the crystal reverted back to blue.  
 
    Puzzled, he touched another crystal. It too momentarily glowed gold. No other reaction. He touched each crystal in turn and got the same response. He pondered his next move. He assumed the crystals were some sort of lock protecting access to the well, but if so, what was the key? It could not be anything too complicated, else Eld would have left instructions—or so he hoped. It had to be something simple.  
 
    He tried touching two together. This time he received a different response. The two crystals pulsed golden in sync with one another before fading back to blue. He paused. It was impossible for him to touch all six simultaneously. They were too far apart. That only left… 
 
    Moving quickly, he touched one crystal then the next before their golden glows faded. Each successive crystal pulsed in time with the rest. As he touched the last, the section of rock wall between the crystals vanished. 
 
    Pleased with himself, Kyran examined the emptiness before him. He reached out to the door-shaped hole in the wall. It was not an illusion. Where moments ago there had been solid rock, there was now a gaping hole. Peering into it, he saw that it was a tunnel which disappeared off into the distance. He lifted one foot to step inside, then hesitated. He glanced at the crystals; they still pulsed. 
 
    He shrugged fatalistically. He had followed the trail thus far, trusting to Eld’s message. There was little reason for Eld to reveal the thirteenth well to him only to trap him inside. He stepped into the tunnel. 
 
    The rock wall rematerialized behind him. 
 
    For one heart-stopping moment he feared he was trapped but then noticed that the glowing blue crystals were on this side as well. Breathing a sigh of relief, he turned back to the tunnel and began walking, eager to see where it would lead. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    The tunnel was not natural. It was smooth, polished and precisely constructed. Almost he could mistake it for a corridor from an industrial complex back on earth. Hugging one wall, he crept stealthily forward but he was revealed as, at his passing, pale glowing lights flickered to life in the ceiling. He stopped and studied one.  
 
    
     Essence lighting system. 
 
     This is a basic essence structure that provides lighting within a building when triggered by nearby motion. 
 
   
 
    The light emanated from large oval crystalline disks embedded in the ceiling. Extending his senses to the disk, he sensed the enchantments within. A basic proximity detection spell that triggered a light spell. Benign. Nothing to fear. Satisfied, he started forward again. 
 
    The corridor continued unerringly straight for a while longer before opening abruptly into a circular chamber. At his entrance, crystalline disks peppering the high ceiling above sprang to life, flooding the chamber in a stark white light. Kyran’s attention was captured by the luminous pillar in the chamber’s centre. In both his physical and magical sight its aura was near blinding. 
 
    Squinting and shutting off his truesight to shield his eyes from the harsh glare, he studied the strangeness from the corner of his eye. From the chamber’s floor, a torrent of slick blue liquid spewed upwards in an unending stream. At speed, the torrent crashed soundlessly into the chamber’s ceiling where it tumbled gently back into a pool of the self-same substance. The substance did not behave like an ordinary liquid. Instead in defiance of gravity, it twirled and sparkled in spiral patterns as it fell back. Alive, almost. It was breathtakingly beautiful. Mesmerising. And for long ageless seconds, Kyran was lost in the wonder of it. 
 
    Within the pool, the substance gurgled happily with errant strands escaping to twirl in momentary merriment before floating gently back to the pool. He probed the substance with insight and was rewarded with a deluge of information from the game. 
 
    
     You have discovered Natural Essence. 
 
     Natural essence is raw essence generated by the world of Myelad. It cannot be directly channelled but must instead be wielded through essence artefacts. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Found: The Thirteenth Well. 
 
     Type: Divine artefact. 
 
     Rank: Unique. 
 
     Function: Generates 10 natural essence per day. 
 
     Essence stored: 100,000/100,000 (overflowing). 
 
     Current Sovereign: none. 
 
     Requirements: Must be a player to bind. 
 
     Unique Properties: 
 
     Hidden Veil: The well, its ley lines and the area within its zone of control is concealed from all forms of detection. 
 
     Description:  
 
     Essence wells collect, and condense the natural essence produced by Myelad, making it available for use by its sovereign. 
 
   
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You have pierced the hidden veil and completed the quest: Find the Thirteenth Well. As reward you have received 10,200 essence crystals.  
 
    The magical substance was essence. Natural essence to be precise. Generated by the world, it could not be wielded by a spellcaster but instead had to be channelled through essence artefacts. This was what powered technology in Myelad. And gathered here was years’ worth of the stuff. Collected and preserved in the thirteenth well. He had found it. And it was unclaimed. All he had to do was step forward and bind himself to it. 
 
    He paced forward. At his approach, the floating essence strands seemed to slow their twirling and orientate on him. Or it could just have been his overactive imagination. But no. As he got closer there was no doubt, the natural essence from the well was reaching out to him, the strands gathering into larger bundles and spiralling eagerly towards him. 
 
    Nervously he wondered if he should flee. But he could sense no danger, no hostility. The essence strands, contrary to physical laws, were now stretched forth from the pool like a spindly hand. As the threads neared him, they paused. And almost appeared to study him. And then, as if he had passed some unfathomable test, the essence reached forward, more eagerly than before.  
 
    Before he could doubt further and flee, the threads gently wrapped themselves around him, coating his body in a blue layer. At first contact he held himself tense, ready to flee, to cast and burn himself free if he had to. But then he relaxed, the natural essence settling harmlessly on him and opening a new window in his mind. 
 
    
     The well has deemed you acceptable. Do you wish to bond yourself to the thirteenth well? 
 
     Warning: The well binding can only be undone by death. 
 
   
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Adra watched Kyran disappear behind the fall, wondering what it hid that could be so important and why Kyran had not trusted them with its secret. 
 
    The young elf had recovered well from his brush with death after the battle with the troll hunters. She had been worried for him but was this detour west not the first sign of a nefarious agenda? Why was he being so secretive now when he had openly shared everything else? And what could be so important about this cavern, and how could it possibly open the gates of the dwarven city? That she could not understand. But then there was much she still did not grasp of the game.  
 
    She glanced at her companions. But no, she could not believe he meant any of them harm, especially not Aiken. And he had given her no cause to doubt, having gone out of his way to accommodate their own desires.  
 
    Certainly, as his vassals they had been given more freedom than others in the divine domains. No, she had no cause to mistrust, even if the secretive nature of this mission was troubling. She would watch and wait. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Before coming here, Kyran had made up his mind to bond the well but now that he stood before it, he contemplated what this choice meant, both for himself and the game.  
 
    Right now, he was just a player, a unique player perhaps but a low-level one nonetheless with little capacity to affect the game’s balance. If he was discreet, kept his head down and didn’t anger any of the gods further, there was still a chance, however slim, that he could fade away into anonymity and live out the rest of his life on this world in peace. 
 
    Bonding the well would change all that. As long as he remained bonded to the well, he would have in his possession the means to irrevocably change the game’s balance. And that the gods would not allow. Oh, he could keep it secret for a while. As far as he knew, no one else but Eld knew of this well’s existence, but eventually it would get out. A secret of this magnitude was impossible to keep. And then the gods would pursue him with a vengeance. There would be no hiding. 
 
    So right now, he was a weak player. If he bonded the well, he would still be a weak player, but one with an invaluable prize and the power to turn the game on its head. Did he want that? He thought about everything Zarr had told him, what he had gleaned from Adra and Gaesin and what he himself had seen of the gods. And he realised he did not like Myelad’s world order. The gods were tyrants and the people of this world enslaved, some willingly, some not.  
 
    Could he ignore all that and turn away? Leave people like Adra, Gaesin and Sara to the whims of the land’s lords and gods? Bonding this well would give him a chance to alter all that, if not across all this world then at least in the haven this well could create. He could not walk away from that. 
 
    Secure in his choice, Kyran answered yes. 
 
    At his response the essence coating his body flowed unimpeded into him. The strands burrowed deep, reaching to his core. Kyran felt nothing, the entire process painless. When the strands reached his spirit, they forged indelible links that would remain unto death. Two took shape. The first was a weave of luminous essence that stretched between him and the well; this was the bond between the well and himself. 
 
    Congratulations! You have bonded an essence well and have gained the trait, Sovereign. 
 
      
 
    Sovereign: As the master of an essence well you have complete control of the flow of essence through the well and its ley lines. New settlements may be founded by constructing settlement stones and connecting them to the well by ley lines. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You have gained control of the thirteenth well's settlement. You have gained the trait, Settlement Lord (name undefined). 
 
      
 
    Settlement Lord (?): You have been granted stewardship of this settlement by the sovereign of the well powering it. As its lord, you may decide how the natural essence allocated to this settlement is spent by directing the flow of essence from the well and building essence structures within it. 
 
    Another bond to his spirit. Another tie anchoring him to Myelad. But this one was different, a bond to an inanimate object, it was akin to the conduits he used to channel essence and will. One through which he could direct the flow of natural essence from the well. Observing the raw energy and vigour of it, he suspected that no living being could wield that force. Not directly. The bond completed, and windows opened, sending a cascade of information into his mind. 
 
    He scanned through the information; he would study it in much more detail later.  
 
    
     A new domain has been established in the Game! 
 
     Domain name: Thirteenth Well (can be renamed). 
 
     Essence available: 100,000/100,000 (overflowing). 
 
     Sovereign: Kyran Seversan. 
 
       
 
     Connected settlements: 1. 
 
     Name undefined (capital). 
 
       
 
     Unique Properties: 
 
     Hidden Veil: The capital and ley lines of this domain are concealed from all forms of detection. 
 
       
 
     Description:  
 
     Founded by player Kyran Seversan in the year 2603 AB, the thirteenth essence well is the latest domain to enter the game. 
 
   
 
    As the sovereign, he had full control over the domain’s well and how to expend its store of natural essence. Natural essence, he realised, was only the fuel that powered this world’s technology. Another substance, essence crystals, was used to construct essence structures. The list of structures that could be built and powered by natural essence was truly astounding and included everything from communication arrays, world portals, city shields, transportation networks to basic lighting and heavy artillery batteries. Scanning through the traits of these structures, Kyran understood the strategic significance of the well. Without the benefits provided by its essence structures, any civilisation on this world would be horrendously handicapped.  
 
    A number of structures drew his attention but he set that aside for investigation later. He saw with surprise that a second bond was forming to his spirit.  
 
    This bond led to a mass of natural essence hovering in the middle of the chamber. The floating ball of essence was slowly increasing in size. With a start, he realised that it had been forming all this time. The strands coating him darted away, abandoning him and joining the growing ball in front of him. 
 
    The ball, now his own height, began to morph into something other. Bulges grew on its surface, bulges which, he saw with trepidation, formed into limbs that transformed it into a rough-hewn humanoid. The process accelerated and more essence strands raced away from him, sculpturing the essence ball before him into a mid-size armed and armoured elf. An elf, Kyran realised, that closely resembled his own appearance. Another window sprang open in his mind, announcing the creature’s successful creation.  
 
    An essence construct has formed, consuming 1,000 natural essence. 
 
      
 
    
     Name: Thirteen. 
 
     Type: Well Keeper (Essence construct). 
 
     Rarity: Mythic. 
 
     Level: 100 (Grandmaster) 
 
     Health: 2000 / 2000 
 
     Attack: 200 (raw magical) 
 
     Defences (Physical/ Psi/ Spell): 200 / immune / immune 
 
       
 
     Special Effects: 
 
     Call to arms: When the well is under attack, summons the sovereign to defend it. 
 
     Spell immunity: +100% resistance to all forms of magic damage. 
 
     Psi immunity: +100% resistance to all forms of psi damage. 
 
     Wellbound: May not leave the essence chamber (immediate vicinity of the essence well to which it is bound). 
 
       
 
     Description: 
 
     A well keeper is a unique type of construct that requires no enchanting or crafting skills to create. It may only be constructed by a sovereign and is formed wholly from natural essence. Its primary purpose is to protect the well to which it is bound. 
 
   
 
    The essence construct before him was a Well Keeper. Like the essence from which it was formed, it was a uniform luminous blue and an almost-exact replica of Kyran except for its arms and armour. Instead of Kyran’s chitin armour and longsword it was armoured in heavy plate and carried a two-handed sword, also luminous.  
 
    Kyran watched the construct warily. The game described it as sentient essence given life and autonomy within the narrow confines of its purpose, which was to protect the well. The template of its form and mind was its progenitor, the sovereign, Kyran. Does that mean it’s a replica of me? 
 
    He watched it carefully for some sign or indication of its nature, wondering how he would react in its place. The construct’s eyes fluttered open, pupils luminous blue like the rest of it. It focused on Kyran and sank to its knees, head bowed. 
 
    “Hail, Master. I am Thirteen, here to serve and protect the well.” Its voice was liquid, reminiscent of the dancing strands of essence. Nothing like Kyran’s own voice, he noted with relief. 
 
    “Rise, keeper.” He broached the most troubling subject head-on. “What are you? Are you a copy of me?” 
 
    The keeper flowed to its feet. “I am the well’s keeper, a construct formed from the strands of essence separated from the well and formed in a lattice of life using your own form and mind as the basis. But I am not truly alive, I have no spirit, nor am I sentient. I process thoughts through a fixed moral and intellectual framework but I can form no new ideas nor can I grow.” 
 
    “But why base your nature on mine?” 
 
    “To create any construct a template is required for both form and mind. You began the bonding process without one but every well must have a keeper. The rules require it, so the well determined to use a suitable replacement: you.” 
 
    Kyran asked sharply, “The well decided? Is it alive?” 
 
    The guardian paused, streaks of luminous energy crackling across its body as it processed the query. “This I do not know.” 
 
    Kyran sighed. Another mystery to ponder. He went back to something the keeper said earlier. “But if your nature is based on mine, why are your skills different, and why are you level one hundred?” 
 
    “A normal construct’s level at creation is determined by its creator’s enchanting and crafting skills. However, essence constructs such as well keepers and settlement guardians are unique. A keeper’s level is determined purely by the amount of essence used in its construction.  
 
    “Since you delivered no parameters for my creation and this well is overflowing, the well used the maximum possible essence, creating the strongest guardian it could.” 
 
    For a supposedly inanimate object, the well seems to be making more than its fair share of decisions, thought Kyran, miffed. 
 
    While the mystery of the keeper’s creation was fascinating, he feared if he pursued it he would lose too much time. And time was in short supply. He was acutely aware that Xetil was hunting him. He set aside the mystery of the keeper and returned to the matters at hand. “So what now?” 
 
    “I do not understand the query, master.” 
 
    Kyran clarified. “What is the next step? How do I activate the well?” 
 
    Expressionless, but with a hint of consternation in its voice, the keeper replied, “The well is active and bonded already, master. No further steps are required.” 
 
    Kyran paused, puzzled in turn. “But how do I use it?” 
 
    Enlightened, the guardian said, “Forgive me master, I was not aware you did not understand the well’s functioning. As its master, you have full control of the well, however you do not operate it directly. I enact all your commands and effect the construction of the capital’s essence structures. This well is currently ninety-nine percent full. Based on the available stores of essence crystals and the settlement’s current level, few structures are available.” 
 
    Heaps of essence crystals had been part of his reward for completing the hidden quest, he recalled. But what were they? “What are essence crystals?” 
 
    “Essence crystals are the solidified remains of natural essence given material form. They are the favoured building material of essence structures. Although essence structures can be created from other materials, the cost to do so is exorbitant and the resulting structures are less efficient in their use of essence.” 
 
    “So where do I find essence crystals? And I suppose, I don’t have any of the substitute materials?” 
 
    “You do not. The primary source of essence crystals are dungeons in which demons manifest.” 
 
    “Demons? Dungeons?”  
 
    “Dungeons are a prison within a prison. They are the only areas in Myelad where demons may freely manifest. Essence crystals are the residue which remains after a demon that has manifested on the physical plain has been slain—temporarily of course. Demons, like gods, are immortal, and cannot be truly slain; only the corporeal form may be destroyed.” 
 
    Great, another complication. If he wanted to develop this settlement he would need to become a dungeon diver and demon hunter as well. Something he did not even want to contemplate right now, given their present troubles.  
 
    The thirteenth well was turning out to be far more underwhelming than he expected. Oh, he could definitely see its potential but right now, without the resources to develop it, it was of little help to him. But he reminded himself, he had not searched out the well to build a glorious city but to open the gates of the dwarven city and escape the labyrinth.  
 
    But how did he do that? 
 
    Somehow he had thought once he found the well the answer would be self-explanatory, but it was proving to be anything but. He realised with growing concern, that as complex as the management of the essence well appeared to be, that he might not even be able to activate the gates of the dwarven city, not without sufficient essence crystals at least. He looked at the heaps of essence crystals piled next to the well. He hoped they sufficed for the task. 
 
    Setting aside his growing unease, he broached the matter directly with the guardian. “Keeper, how do I open the gates of the dwarven city?” 
 
    “I do not understand the query. What is the dwarven city?” 
 
    Kyran groaned quietly to himself. So much for getting a simple answer. He would have to explain further. “The dwarven city is a settlement in the southern labyrinth. Its gates must be powered by natural essence to open.” 
 
    “Is the city unclaimed?” 
 
    Kyran paused in thought. “My information is the city is abandoned, so I assume so, yes.” 
 
    “And does its settlement stone still stand?” 
 
    “At the risk of once again revealing ignorance—what are settlement stones?” 
 
    “A settlement stone is the core of any settlement and its primary control interface. Through it, the settlement’s lord manages its essence structures and the flow of essence. The stone also serves as the anchor for ley lines flowing to it.  
 
    “To operate any essence structure in the dwarven city you will need to claim the city’s settlement stone and supply it with natural essence by connecting it to the essence well via a ley line.” 
 
    Kyran shook his head in misery. This was becoming more complex by the second. “And how do I claim the settlement stone and construct a ley line?” 
 
    “Assuming the stone still stands, claiming it is a simple matter of approaching it. Unclaimed, it will have no guardian to defend it. Once you claim the stone for the domain, you may use it to communicate with me. Creating the ley line between the two anchor points is then a simple matter of you willing it so.” 
 
     Simple, huh. Somehow he doubted it. 
 
    “And if the stone is destroyed?” 
 
    “Then a new one will have to be created.” 
 
    “And that will require essence crystals, I suppose?” He looked at the piles of crystals heaped next to the well. “I’m almost afraid to ask. Are there enough crystals here for that?” 
 
    “Unfortunately not. A settlement stone is one of the most expensive essence structures to create. There is not nearly enough here for that purpose.” 
 
    Of course. Never mind, he would have to cross that bridge when he reached it. Regardless of the potential complications, the dwarven city remained their best hope of escape. 
 
    “And where in the city do you think the settlement stone will be located?” 
 
    “It is usually the most protected structure, since its fall will signal a settlement’s capture. Invariably it is constructed in the heart of a settlement, within its central keep.” 
 
    “Thank you, keeper. You have been most helpful. Now before I leave, is there aught else I must do?” 
 
    “No, master, there is naught you must do. But if you are leaving, I advise you peruse the settlement management interface to direct the course of this settlement’s development in your absence.” 
 
    Kyran nodded, and set himself to study the settlement’s information. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Kyran considered the information the game provided. The well slowly accumulated and stored a constant stream of natural essence. Before the well keeper’s creation the well had overflown, saturating the region around it. It had been this, he suspected, that attracted the nagas. The guardian’s creation had used about one percent of the essence accumulated in the well. That still left a significant store of essence for his use. Also stockpiled in this chamber, was what appeared to be a sizeable store of essence crystals. He walked over and ran his hand through the heaps of crystal. About the size of small pebbles, the crystals were non-descript blue stones that could be easily mistaken for coloured glass. 
 
    
     Acquired: essence crystals x 10,200. 
 
     Type: Building material. 
 
     Rank: Rare. 
 
     Special properties: can store or act as a conduit of natural essence. 
 
     Description: The remains of slain demons, the crystals are fossilised essence.  
 
   
 
    He returned to his study of the settlement. The sovereign trait had granted him knowledge of the area within the settlement’s zone of control and access to its settlement interfaces. These provided detailed statistics on the well and its attached settlement that, like most other things in the game, had an associated level and rank. Unsurprisingly it was of the lowest rank.  
 
    
     Settlement Name: Undefined (The capital of the Thirteenth Well domain). 
 
     Sovereign domain: Thirteenth Well. 
 
     Type: Undefined. 
 
     Rank: Undefined. 
 
     Level: 0. 
 
     Population: 0. 
 
     Defensive strength: 0. 
 
     Zone of Control: spherical radius of 200m. 
 
     Available essence: 99,000. 
 
     Available essence crystals (EC): 10,200. 
 
       
 
     Current effects: 
 
     Hidden Veil. 
 
       
 
     Existing essence structures: 
 
     Essence lighting system: Basic lighting system, triggered by motion. 
 
     Secret door: A warded barrier, concealing the entrance to the settlement. 
 
     Essence chamber: Containing the thirteenth well. 
 
   
 
    The settlement had a unique property, hidden veil, that concealed it from magical and physical sight. It was this, no doubt, that had kept the well’s existence secret for so long. The veil extended two hundred metres in all directions from the well, covering the entire settlement. Other than the corridor through which he entered, the rest of the settlement was solid rock. There were only three structures within it, the essence well, a lighting network and the secret door.  
 
    Both the settlement’s type and rank were undefined. He queried these oddities with the keeper. “Why is this settlement’s name, rank and type undefined?” 
 
    “The settlement’s name and type are for you as the sovereign to define. The rank will be automatically assigned based on the settlement’s level and type. You may choose to develop this settlement in one of three ways—either as a city, fort, or fortified city. Cities level primarily through population growth, and provide the largest zone of control and productivity bonuses. They are normally founded within the protected heartland of a domain.  
 
    “Forts level on the basis of their defensive strength. Their zone of control is smaller. They provide mostly military bonuses and are usually constructed on a domain’s frontier. Fortified cities provide the benefits of both cities and forts but at a substantially increased cost and more stringent levelling requirements. They must meet both defensive strength and population pre-requisites to level.  
 
    “But all settlements, regardless of type, have access to all basic essence structures. Sovereign, what name and type do you choose for this settlement?” 
 
    Kyran considered his options carefully. The well’s greatest strength was the secret of its existence and he wanted to keep it that way as long as possible. Allowing people to settle here ran contrary to those ends. Not to mention the impossibility of finding people willing to living underground in what could only be politely described as a wild frontier. No, his choice of settlement type was clear. As to the name, he could think of several that were appropriate. 
 
    “Keeper, name the settlement Deepholm and set the type to fort, please. Oh, and while you’re at it, rename the domain to Labyrinth Deeps." 
 
    “As you wish master.” 
 
    The domain, Thirteenth Well, has been renamed Labyrinth Deeps and its capital, Deepholm (outpost). 
 
      
 
    
     Your trait settlement lord (?) has changed to Squire of Deepholm. 
 
     Squire of Deepholm: You have been granted stewardship of this settlement by the sovereign of the domain. As an outpost (rank 1 fort), stewardship of Deepholm confers upon you the title of Squire, which grants you the following benefits: +4% to all defences when within the settlement’s zone of control. 
 
   
 
    “Now, are there any structures you wish to begin construction on? There are sufficient essence crystals in stores for a few basic structures.” 
 
    Kyran was momentarily nonplussed. “But where? The entire space within the settlement’s control is solid rock.” 
 
    “That is correct. However, on the list of structures available for construction, you will note the miner essence constructs. These can be used to excavate rock, mineral and stone deposits within the settlement to create chambers to house both mundane and essence structures.”  
 
    Thoughtfully, Kyran pulled up the list and the essence miner’s details in particular. 
 
    
     Deepholm structures available for construction 
 
     Essence structures: 
 
     Ley lines: (costs 0 EC, requires level 0). Connects the wells to its settlements through the ether. As the distance from the well (primary node) increases, the inefficiency/losses of essence to the ether increases. 
 
     World portal: (domain unique, costs 10,000 EC, requires level 0). Allows instantaneous transport to other world portals. Only one allowed per essence well. 
 
     Essence construct: (costs 100 EC each and natural essence (variable), requires level 0). Miner, blacksmith, stone mason. 
 
       
 
     Mundane structures: 
 
     Guardroom, bailey, well, moat, barracks. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Creature: Essence Miner. 
 
     Type: Essence Construct. 
 
     Class: Miner. 
 
     Rarity: Uncommon. 
 
     Level: 1* 
 
     Health: 10 / 10 
 
     Attack: 0 
 
     Defences (Physical/ Psi/ Spell): 1 / 1 / 1 
 
       
 
     Special Effects: 
 
     Construct: All experience (XP) gains are modified by -50%. 
 
     Essence creature: Consumes 1 unit of natural essence every month. 
 
     Homebound: Cannot leave the settlement. 
 
     Tool-less: No tools required to perform its profession. 
 
       
 
     Description: 
 
     The essence miner is an essence construct specialised as a miner. It possesses no free will and is fully under the control of the well keeper. It may only perform mining-related tasks, and while it gains experience and levels over time, its levelling rate is significantly impaired compared to players. 
 
       
 
     * The miner essence construct’s starting level can be boosted up to level 20 using natural essence. Each additional level granted requires 10 natural essence. 
 
   
 
    Other than the essence constructs and the world portal, the rest of the structures available for construction were all mundane in nature—non-magical and not requiring any essence to be powered. He realised right away that he had to construct the world portal. Its strategic value was incalculable. He also had a strong feeling that the quest reward had been tailored to exactly this purpose. Not exactly subtle of Eld. But where to build it? It would be foolish to construct it here, in the heart of the settlement and next to the well which he knew he had to do his best to isolate and fortify. 
 
    In fact, he realised he would have to consider the entire layout of the fort before starting any construction. At this thought a new window opened in his mind, one of a three-dimensional map of the settlement, which was buried entirely within a massive deposit of marble. The marble deposit extended beyond the settlement to White Rock cavern, giving it its distinctive look. At various points within the marble were dark patches of some unknown material. 
 
    “What are those materials embedded in the marble?” he asked. 
 
    “Those are ore deposits. Three are darksteel and the other, mithril.” 
 
    “Mithril!” he exclaimed, excited. Mithril, he knew from the handbook, was one of the rarest metals in Myelad, used in the crafting of advanced magical weaponry and armour. Only adamantine was more prized. 
 
    “Will the miner be able to mine the mithril?” he asked. 
 
    “Not at first. At the maximum essence investment, the miner constructs can be created as level twenty miners, which is sufficient to mine darksteel and marble. To mine mithril, a mining skill of eighty is required, which assuming constant mining, will take the essence miner approximately two months to achieve.” 
 
    Kyran nodded. “If I construct the world portal, there should be enough essence for two essence constructs, correct?” 
 
    “Correct, master.” 
 
    Hmm… One of the constructs would definitely need to be a miner, the other… a mason or smith. The settlement had within its bounds ample raw material for both but which did he need more? The smith could craft weapons, armour, utensils and tools while the mason, using the mined marble, could create all manner of stone furniture, including doors and cupboards. Not to mention, being able to convert tunnels and caverns into corridors and chambers. 
 
    What he needed more, he decided, was to level the fort, which meant construction of defensive structures, which the mason was more suited to build. He reviewed the base layout again, comparing it to the Crota citadel. Thoughtfully, he decided to place the world portal in a chamber on the same plane as the secret door and close enough to gain synergy between the defensive structures guarding both entrances, but not so close as to compromise the defence of either entrance. In surprise, he saw the plans visualised in his mind superimposed on the base layout in the settlement interface. 
 
    Pleased, he began editing the base layout directly. He started by placing a central guardroom midway in the corridor leading from the secret entrance to the essence chamber. The corridor section running from the secret door to the central chamber he labelled the ‘first spoke’, and the corridor between the central chamber and the essence well, the ‘final spoke’. 
 
    Next, in the first spoke, he designed a series of stone doors, and a primary and secondary guardroom, with lots of room still to spare for future defensive structures. 
 
    He then connected the World Portal Chamber to the central guardroom through a ‘second spoke’, keeping its design the same as the first spoke. 
 
    Next, he created a closed network of tunnels running to and between the metal deposits that he designated the ‘Mines’ and another series of connected and empty chambers, that he labelled the ‘Craft Halls’. The Craft Halls he connected to the central chamber by a ‘third spoke’ and to the Mines by a ‘mine guardroom’.  
 
    Finally, to the central chamber he attached the ‘main barracks’. 
 
    The substantial still-unused space he left unplanned. He studied his drafts for weaknesses. The base internal design looked defensively sound thus far, with only one heavily guarded route to the essence well chamber and sufficient unused space to grow as more advanced defensive structures became available.  
 
    Satisfied, he mentally projected the base layout plan to the guardian. “Keeper, can you see this plan?” 
 
    The keeper bowed acknowledgement. “I do. I have access to your settlement interface. I can see all plans you draft or approve for construction. Additionally, I can update the drawings with actual progress.” 
 
    That would be very useful. “That means if I remotely alter the plans, you will implement the changes?” 
 
    “Yes, master, so long as you mark the plans as ready-for-construction but one note of caution, when you affect changes remotely, I cannot advise you or use discretion in my implementation. I will be forced to implement the given plans as-is.” 
 
    Kyran nodded his understanding and was about to ask how he marked the plans as final, when he saw a blinking icon that served just that purpose. He mentally approved the plans of the base and the interface changed to another requesting the build priority. He shuffled the structures in the queue, prioritising the modifications to the first spoke, followed by the world portal and the other defensive structures with the mines and craft halls last of all.  
 
    
     Deepholm Build Queue 
 
     First Spoke (modifications). 
 
     Second Spoke (including 3 x stone doors, primary guardroom, secondary guardroom). 
 
     World Portal chamber. 
 
     World Portal. 
 
     Central guardroom. 
 
     Main barracks. 
 
     Final Spoke (modifications).  
 
     Mine guardroom. 
 
     Mines. 
 
     Third Spoke. 
 
     Craft Halls. 
 
   
 
    The interface window changed again, this time showing the planned structures in blue—no doubt an indication that they were approved for construction, and the estimated duration of the first structure, listed as ‘infinite’. 
 
    Before he could raise the query, the guardian answered, “No time estimate is provided because no workers are available to carry out construction. For mundane structures, craftsmen with the necessary skillset are required whereas essence structures can be constructed by any essence construct.” 
 
    Kyran nodded. “Guardian, please create a miner construct and mason construct, both at level twenty.” 
 
    “As you wish, keeper.” 
 
    Two balls of essence spiralled out of the well and formed as androgynous blue humanoids.  
 
    
     A level 20 miner essence construct has been created, using 100 essence crystals and 190 natural essence. 
 
     A level 20 stone mason essence construct has been created, using 100 essence crystals and 190 natural essence. 
 
   
 
    Both bowed low to Kyran and then raced out of the chamber. Kyran raised a questioning eyebrow to the keeper. 
 
    “They have gone to their tasks, the miner to carve out the tunnel to the portal chamber, the second spoke—and the mason to prepare the stone doors of the first spoke.” 
 
    Kyran nodded. His work here was about done. He glanced around the chamber, wondering if anything else needed doing before he departed. His eyes fell on the stack of essence crystals. “Guardian, can I store my items here?” 
 
    “You may. The fort is not sufficiently advanced to construct a vault or storeroom but your items will remain protected here.” 
 
    Happily, Kyran unloaded some of the crafting and miscellaneous items he collected thus far, significantly lightening his load. He kept only a few essentials and valuables.  
 
    He turned to leave but one last important detail, almost forgotten, occurred to him. “One last question before I go. The portal, when it is constructed, will it be active and connected to the other world portals and will anyone be able to use it?” 
 
    “The portal will be active and connected to Myelad’s portal network on creation, unless you wish it otherwise. As with all else within Deepholm, the portal will be invisible to all others unless you set it to public access. Only you and those you explicitly provide access to, will be able to use it.” 
 
    Kyran nodded, relieved to hear his assumptions confirmed. “Well then, Keeper, it seems my time here is done. Goodbye.” 
 
    The Keeper bowed low. “Goodbye, master. I look forward to your return.” 
 
    Kyran nodded, and turning on his heel, left the Keeper standing motionless within the chamber. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    It was a much more bedraggled and reduced company that exited the forest than the one that had entered three weeks ago. They had finally reached the city. As the column of the fifty-three surviving paladins left the forest cover, Sara breathed a sigh of relief at being free of the forest’s clutches. 
 
    Spread out before them was a large walled city that rivalled Durham in size. At first glance the city appeared pristine, with rows of granite stone homes lining the slopes of the mountain against which the city rested. One could almost believe it to be a living, thriving city. But a second look gave lie to this and revealed the shattered homes, gaping windows and collapsed roofs. The city walls, once formidable, were breached in several places, its gates fallen and rotten. And most disturbing of all, was the eerie silence which cloaked it. 
 
    “Is that Crota?” 
 
    “Yes, milady,” said the commander, riding beside her. “Prior to its fall, Crota was considered an impregnable fortress. Below it, on the lower mountain slopes is the city, arranged in four concentric rings, each with its own walls, gates and towers.” As the commander spoke, he gestured, pointing out the ruined landmarks to Sara. 
 
    “And up high above it all, accessible only through a steep mountain pathway was the citadel. Backed against the mountains, and assailable from one front only, it was nigh-impregnable.” 
 
    Staring hard, Sara could make out the ruins of the citadel, perched amongst the mountain tops like a belligerent beast, lying in wait for the unwary. Much of the citadel appeared intact and when she narrowed her gaze on it, she detected a faint, vaguely repulsive aura emanating from within. The undead. She shivered involuntarily. 
 
    “How did it fall then?” 
 
    “At great cost and under the sheer weight of numbers, milady. The allied gods’ forces marched straight up the slope and assailed the citadel with both might and magic, and even though they sustained massive losses, they had the numbers to maintain their assault, eventually overrunning the citadel’s walls. That day the dead numbered in the hundreds of thousands. The battle was one the likes of which has never been seen before or since.” 
 
    Sara shuddered at the images conjured by the commander’s words. “We will make camp in the city, somewhere we can keep watch on the road leading down from the citadel. If the agent escapes the labyrinth that will be his most likely route.” 
 
    “We will not attempt to enter Crota itself?” asked the commander, relief evident in his voice.  
 
    “No, Iyra specifically forbade such.” 
 
    “And if the agent exits elsewhere, milady? There are rumours of other ways out of the labyrinth.” 
 
    Sara nodded. “That’s why we have this,” she said, pulling out a tracking crystal. “This was crafted by the First and blessed by Iyra herself. It will let us track the agent the moment he escapes. Unfortunately, it doesn’t work while the agent remains within the labyrinth. Something about the disruptive effect of the orichalcum.” 
 
    Commander Ruben peered at the crystal, both curious and puzzled. “Ah, but how? I know little of such devices, but the little I know, is that for them to work requires an item that resonates strongly with the target. Forgive my doubts, milady, but how could we have such an item if the player was but newly incarnated here?” 
 
    Sara smiled broadly, “Oh, don’t worry commander, I expressed the same doubts to the First. I confess I understand little of the device’s crafting either. But as to the device’s key… I myself am the key. After all, the agent, Kyran, gave his life trying to save me back on our home world. A strong enough resonance, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    The commander chuckled, nodding appreciatively. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Game Data 
 
      
 
    
     Deepholm Construction Work Order 01 Status 
 
     Date: 20 Sepa 2603 AB 
 
     Progress: 0% (0 of 11 items completed).  
 
       
 
     Build Queue (remaining) 
 
     First Spoke (modifications): marble, 7 days. 
 
     Second Spoke (including 3 x stone doors, primary guardroom, secondary guardroom): marble, 7 days. 
 
     World Portal chamber: marble, 5 days. 
 
     World Portal: 10,000 EC, 2 days. 
 
     Central guardroom: marble, 7 days. 
 
     Main barracks: marble, 3 days. 
 
     Final Spoke (modifications): marble, 2 days.  
 
     Mine guardroom: marble, 3 days. 
 
     Mines: marble, 21 days. 
 
     Third Spoke: marble, 7 days. 
 
     Craft Halls: marble, 14 days. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Deepholm Inventory (Full) 
 
     Stored Weight: 86.8 kg 
 
     Money: 0. 
 
       
 
     General Items: 
 
     Hunter's net (5.0 kg). 
 
       
 
     Crafting Items: 
 
     Bone spearheads x 10 (5 kg). 
 
     Spider silk (3 kg). 
 
     Chitin leathers x 5 (5 kg). 
 
     Jade bear skins x 30 (30 kg). 
 
     Spear shafts x 20 (8 kg). 
 
     Frost ophidian skins x 25 (12.5 kg). 
 
     Naga skins x 7 (7 kg). 
 
       
 
     Armour: 
 
     Rusted darksteel chainmail vest (7 kg). 
 
       
 
     Weapons: 
 
     Steel shortsword (0.8 kg). 
 
     Rusted steel knife (0.3 kg) 
 
     Crude feral kobold bone spear (1.8 kg). 
 
     Basic longsword (1.4 kg). 
 
   
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Part Four 
 
    


 
  
 
  

 Chapter 21                  
 
    21 Sepa 2603 
 
      
 
    There are cities, and then there are true cities. True cities, of course, being those powered by natural essence. And at the heart of every true city is the settlement stone. Its strategic value in warfare is well known and often expounded but its civic importance is usually overlooked. Quite simply, the settlement stone is a settlement’s power source, the anchor for the ley line from its essence well, and the means by which natural essence is transferred to the settlement for its use. Without it, none of its essence technology can function. – from Settlement Basics by legendary scholar Jostfyler Graldvir. 
 
      
 
    Kyran hurried out the settlement, pausing only when he encountered the mason construct near the exit. The construct had marked out twin parallel lines in the corridor—the outline for the planned stone door—and was diligently chipping out the door’s groove. In fascination, he saw that the construct accomplished this without tools, its hands themselves morphed into hammer and chisel. Content that all was in hand, he exited the secret door.  
 
    At once he was bombarded by Aiken’s sendings. A jumble of emotions—anger, fear, admonishment, joy and despair—coursed through the bond. The cub was frantic with worry. He had not been able to sense Kyran in the settlement, and from the sense of Aiken’s projections, Kyran had been there longer than he realised. 
 
    He checked the game’s internal clock and with astonishment saw he had been in Deepholm for over a day. It had to have been the bonding. It must have taken longer than he thought. No wonder Aiken was miserable with concern. Only now did he realise that the veil around the well had obscured their companion bond. Irked at himself, he assured Aiken of his well-being. “Sorry, brother, I didn’t mean to worry you. I had no idea.” 
 
    But Aiken was not done yet. He projected a torrent of images, leaving Kyran in no doubt of what he had put the poor cub through. Kyran bore it, knowing that he deserved worse. He apologised again and made his way down. 
 
    Stepping out from behind the falls, he found the party clustered around its base, seeking for a way into wherever Kyran had disappeared. Adra and Gaesin were soaked, probably from diving in search for an underwater entrance. Even Aiken—despite his aversion for water—was wet. He waved feebly to the three staring up at him and called down, “Uhm, sorry, people. I’m all right. Nothing to worry about.”  
 
    Silence. 
 
    Sheepishly, he climbed down and waded through the water back to the camp. His companions had not waited. They had headed back the moment they saw he was hale. He winced. They were still upset. 
 
    At the campfire, he found them drying themselves. His arrival earned hard stares from all, even Gaesin. Their reaction caught him off-guard, he was not used to others worrying over him. And he feared that he had handled it badly. Concern. For him. Despite their anger, he could not help but feel a warm glow at this. They were no longer simply lord and vassals. Their battles together had forged deeper ties between them.  
 
    Friends.  
 
    That’s what they were. Steadfast and loyal. He looked closely at each. He would sacrifice much for them. Shamefaced, he apologised again, explaining he had no idea that so much time had lapsed. After supper—he had been starving—his companions’ moods lightened. He reported what he could of the events in the settlement. He was sketchy on the details but they did not probe. Aiken, he could not keep from the truth. He would see his memories and know all of it but with the others, he was not ready to share the danger such knowledge would bring. He said carefully, “Our mission was a success. I can open the city’s gates.” He paused. “There is just one complication. I am not sure if the gates still work.” 
 
    Gaesin and Adra shared confused looks. “And how will we figure out if it works?” queried Adra. 
 
    “That’s where it gets complicated. What do you know about settlement stones?” 
 
    Adra pulled at her whiskers in thought. “They are the heart of a settlement, fought over in divine wars.” 
 
    Kyran nodded. “But do you know their purpose?” 
 
    Gaesin answered, “They are the central node of a city, used to control all its essence structures.” 
 
    “Correct. I can open the city gates but only if the essence structure powering it remains functional and if we can locate the city’s settlement stone.” 
 
    Gaesin stared at him in surprise but remained silent. “So, we may end up crossing the length of the labyrinth and still find ourselves trapped?” asked Adra. 
 
    “That’s about the gist.” 
 
    Adra shrugged. “Well then we would be no worse off than we are at the moment.” 
 
    He looked to Gaesin who nodded in agreement with the sentiment. “So be it then.” He pulled out Aveyad’s map, rolling it out on the floor before them. “Now, let’s see if we can figure out where to find the settlement stone.”  
 
    While the map was absent of any detail, it showed the city’s basic layout and major structures. Kyran was betting the settlement stone was in one. A double ring of walls, with two primary exits, circled the city. The city’s North Gate opened into the labyrinth and would be their means of entry. The South Gate led to the surface and was the one through which they hoped to escape. There were several forts within the city, but it was the prominently marked Stonekeep in the central Government Square that attracted his notice. It was the most fortified structure in the city and the most logical choice to house the settlement stone. He tapped it. “Here?” he asked. 
 
    Adra following his gaze, nodded firmly. “I agree,” she said. “I have never heard of a settlement stone housed anywhere but within a city’s central keep.” 
 
    Gaesin confirmed, “It was so in Iltenial.” 
 
    “It’s decided then. Tomorrow we head for the dwarven city.” 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    The next morning, Kyran planned their route, poring over the labyrinth map with Adra. It was a journey of two weeks to Durn Duruhl. Two weeks of travelling in passages likely infested with kobolds. According to the map, the kobolds were most populous in the southern labyrinth, making the journey south no trivial matter and one needing careful forethought.  
 
    The largest concentration of kobolds was in the southwest which meant their journey to the city would only skirt the edges of their settlements. Nonetheless, they would have to cross over the territory of many villages. To complicate matters further, after the unexpected encounter at the North Core, Kyran was no longer certain of the map’s accuracy. 
 
    They plotted their route through back trails and side tunnels, favouring caution over speed. To avoid conflict, the party would circle the kobold settlements. It would add several days to their journey but was for the best. With the route decided and contingencies in place, they set off. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    The first week passed without incident. The few kobolds they spotted were of the normal variant—as Kyran came to think of the simple level ten warriors—and not the elite soldiers they had run into in the North Core and slavers’ caravan. Kyran hoped that boded well for the rest of the journey. 
 
    As they travelled, they trained their civilian skills, and each made steady, if slow progress. Adra reached civilian level nineteen where her progress stalled without more crafting materials. Gaesin reached level eighteen while Kyran inched closer to level twenty.  
 
    
     Kyran has reached civilian level 19!  
 
     Base skill in mage lord has increased to 19. Vassal channelling essence penalty: 208,8%. 
 
     Base skill in commander has increased to 19. Max battlegroup size: 155. 
 
     Base skill in scrying has increased to 19. Show hostile radius: 273m. 
 
     Base skill in travelling has increased to 19. Max travelling distance: 1.36km. 
 
     Base skill in nature lore has increased to 19. 
 
     Remaining: 1 Civilian SP and 3 AP. 
 
   
 
    At the end of every day he received progress reports on the Deepholm settlement’s development. By the end of day one, the first stone doors were finished. On the seventh day, the first spoke modifications were completed and the miner started on the tunnel to the world portal chamber. Through the settlement interface he observed the progress as it was steadily carved out. The stockpile of marble grew and then shrunk as the construction progressed.  
 
    On the ninth day, they picked their way through a simmering lava field. Using slippery ice, the trio jumped from rock to rock, navigating a dangerous path through. In the depths of a molten river Kyran spied the slow-moving forms of a school of fire salamanders. He toyed with the notion of bonding them but restrained himself. They needed to travel inconspicuously and without attracting attention, which would be difficult with glowing salamanders in tow.  
 
    On the eleventh day, they traversed a natural bridge that spanned high above the fathomless depths of a subterranean canyon. Fighting vertigo, the party edged across. Aiken made the entire trip shivering in fear and refused all Kyran’s coaxing to share the source of his dread. When Kyran stared down he was overcome by a sense of nameless dread that caused Aiken’s anxiety to peak and himself to fight an urge to jump. After that, he shoved curiosity aside and hastened away.  
 
    On the twelfth day, the kobold presence in the tunnels increased. They saw not only level ten warriors but other more advanced kobolds, and try as they might, could not find a section of tunnels free of them. Their progress slowed to a crawl as they were frequently forced to stop or backtrack.  
 
    On the thirteenth day, they reached the honeycomb of tunnels that surrounded the city. They were almost at their destination, but that was when things took a turn for the worse. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    That morning started like any other, with Aiken greeting Kyran playfully. “And a good morning to you too, brother,” replied Kyran. Despite the heightened kobold presence, the party’s spirits were high. They were nearly at the city—and escape from the labyrinth.  
 
    The day’s journey began like any other but around noon the pattern changed. “Kobolds ahead,” reported Adra. “A party of thirty.” This was significantly larger than previous patrols.  
 
    “Any chance of avoiding them?”  
 
    “Not unless we retreat to the last juncture,” replied Adra.  
 
    “Very well,” agreed Kyran.  
 
    They fell back to the last intersection and proceeded down an alternate path. Only to run afoul of more kobolds. Again, they backtracked and diverted course. Again, kobold patrols blocked their route. After three more attempts it was clear that there was a strong kobold cordon around the city, one which they could not sneak through. 
 
    What was the reason for the heavy kobold presence here, wondered Kyran. According to Aveyad’s map the city should have been deserted. So why were there kobolds patrolling it? None of the possibilities were pleasant.  
 
    The party had a decision to make. They could continue circling the city, trying to sneak through the kobold cordon, but eventually their luck would run out and they would be detected. Or they could try to break through. He didn’t like their choices. But there were no good options here. He gathered the party for a hasty conference. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    A little while later the party advanced again. There would be no more retreating. The party was tired and with escape within grasp, were willing to embrace the risk of detection. From now onwards speed would be their ally, not stealth. 
 
    “Kobolds,” announced Adra. A pause. “Twenty, maybe.” 
 
    “Right, we proceed as planned.” 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Adra and Kyran concealed themselves with blend and stealth while Gaesin hid himself in a cleft a few metres behind. They waited. 
 
    The kobolds sauntered into view. Elite soldiers, all. The patrol moved in a packed formation but for the two scouts posted ahead. Kyran had not planned for the scouts. Sifting through the possibilities, he modified the ambush to account for them. 
 
    As the scouts neared the invisible poison ward, he gave the command. “Go, Gaesin,” he said, and began his own casting. 
 
    
     Gaesin has cast ice wall (length: 26.3m, Wall HP: 263), 0 kobolds frozen. 
 
     Kyran has cast grasping roots (radius: 17.9m, chance to resist: 35%, duration: 3 minutes), 15 kobolds entangled. 
 
     Kyran has taken hostile action. Stealth lost. 
 
   
 
    Gaesin’s ice wall materialised behind the kobold formation. Startled but disciplined, the patrol ignored the wall, searching outwards for the threat. Grasping roots erupted around the main column, revealing Kyran as his blend faded. With the main column entangled in the roots it was left to the scouts to deal with the enemy casters. The two hurried forward to eliminate the threat, only to trigger the poison ward. 
 
    Kyran’s poison ward triggered by kobold scout (radius: 1.8m, chance to resist: 35%, damage: 90 HP over 10 seconds), 2 kobolds poisoned.  
 
    “Now, brother,” Kyran projected. He drew his sword and at a sprint, rushed to engage the scouts. Adra and Gaesin, leaving the scouts to Kyran, fired upon the entangled kobolds. Aiken burst out of his stone dive in the middle of the kobold column, tossing them about like rag dolls.  
 
    Aiken has triggered stone tremor (chance to resist: 35%, total damage dealt: 210 damage to 15 kobolds), 6 kobolds knocked down. 
 
    The scouts staggered out of the poison ward—reeling from its venom—and straight into Kyran’s blade. He dodged the wild thrust of the first, snapped off a quick riposte at the second—pushing him back—and on the return strike slashed through the first again, finishing him. 
 
    Kyran has killed a kobold scout. 
 
    The scout crumpled at his feet and he advanced to finish the second. Amidst the main body, Aiken used his terrifying roar, causing the kobolds to freeze, stunned into inaction. 
 
    Aiken has used terrifying roar (radius: 70m, chance to resist: 5%, duration: 2 minutes), 8 kobolds dazed, 10 kobolds terrified. 
 
    Gaesin and Adra capitalised on Aiken’s manoeuvres and fired upon their immobilised prey with lethal accuracy.  
 
    
     Adra has killed 4 feral kobolds. 
 
     Gaesin has killed 2 feral kobolds. 
 
   
 
    The terrified kobolds, blocked from retreat by the ice wall and entangled within the roots, scrambled to escape the great bear in their midst and the deadly hail of projectiles from afar. To little avail. With the enemy trapped and helpless, the party quickly dispatched them, and as quickly as it began, the battle was over. “Good job, brother,” said Kyran, and to the rest of the party, “Well done, team. Let’s go.” 
 
    
     Battle Log (Kobold patrol) 
 
     The battle has ended. 
 
       
 
     Combat Results 
 
     Creatures bonded: 0. 
 
     Hostiles killed: 20 kobolds. 
 
     Party XP gained: 260,460 XP. 
 
       
 
     Level Gains 
 
     none. 
 
   
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Ten minutes later the party was back in formation, speeding down the passage. Kyran was a little awed by the devastation they had wrought. Aiken’s stone dive and terrifying roar, not to mention his mauling attacks, gave the party a decisive edge. As long as they caught the enemy unaware, the party would have little trouble dealing with the patrols—even oversized ones like the last.  
 
    He felt more confident about their chances already. This lasted all of thirty seconds, until Adra announced again, “Kobolds ahead, another party of twenty.” 
 
    Sighing, Kyran replied, “Come back, we’ll repeat the ambush.” 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    The second ambush went off without a hitch. As did the third and fourth…  
 
    In barely two hours the party killed over one hundred kobolds and their confidence was running high. Kyran was worried though. He had not expected this many kobolds. Eventually they would encounter a patrol larger than they could handle or be caught between patrols. It was evident that the city was not deserted as expected but most likely occupied. Would it be as unassailable as the North Core? Then what would they do? Troubled, he kept his concerns to himself as the party continued to cut its way through the kobolds. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Inevitably, the kobolds were alerted to the swath of destruction and began actively hunting the party, increasing the size and number of patrols. Towards evening the party was running ragged, a kobold swarm on their tail. Only the kobolds’ inability to coordinate their search saved the party from being overrun. 
 
    A glimmer of motion on his player’s map attracted Kyran’s attention. “Adra, we have kobolds to the rear, at least sixty of them. They will be upon us soon. Any threats up ahead?” 
 
    “No, all clear here. I’m on my way back.”  
 
    Kyran thought it over. “No,” he decided. “Keep moving. Gaesin, hurry forward. Aiken and I will handle the patrol to our rear.” 
 
    “Are you sure, Kyran? That’s a lot of kobolds,” replied Adra.  
 
    “We won’t fight them all,” he assured her. “Just slow them down, to buy us more time.” 
 
    Gaesin raced ahead while he and Aiken prepared the ambush. As they waited for the kobolds, Kyran mused to himself how much he had grown in his time in Myelad. A veteran of many battles already, he was a far cry from the green youth he had been a few weeks ago. Never had he imagined that his life would take this path.  
 
    Just then, the patrol appeared, led by a shaman. Kyran shared the image with Aiken, who was concealed in the earth. The cub burst out of the ground, scattering the kobolds. Releasing his terrifying roar, he charged the shaman. Using the distraction, Kyran cast grasping roots, and teleported to the shaman, who had succumbed to Aiken’s terrify. With a few strokes he felled the shaman and retreated, casting ice wall behind him. Aiken stone dived away, joining him on the other side.  
 
    The kobolds, barely recovered from the pair’s opening salvo, milled about in confusion, preparing for the next attack, but Kyran and Aiken were already gone.  
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Kyran and Aiken quickly caught up with Adra and Gaesin. The death of the shaman left the trailing kobolds in disarray and they had yet to resume pursuit. But despite the brief respite, the party’s journey became increasingly perilous as the size of the pursuing force grew. The kobolds gained ground each time the party diverted or fought a patrol. 
 
    After a hurried supper the party was forced onwards, pursuit too close for them to do otherwise. Wearied beyond exhaustion the party hastened forward, only long practice keeping them in motion. Despite the day’s constant travel, they had not reached the dwarven city and Kyran feared they must have overestimated its proximity. Inevitably disaster struck. 
 
    “Kyran,” gasped Adra, “help! I’m under attack!” Adra’s mental voice carried over the battlegroup full of anguish. 
 
    Kyran stood frozen for a second. What? How–? His player’s map was empty, show hostiles picking up no enemies. Pulling his scattered wits together, he called to Aiken. “Dive forward, brother, help Adra!” Aiken leapt into the stone floor. Kyran raced forward, Gaesin a step behind. While running, he activated shared sight for a hurried glimpse. Adra was stumbling backwards with one arm hanging limp and fending off four kobolds with the other. He sent the image to Aiken, giving him his target.  
 
    Kyran stumbled and fell. Gaesin paused to help. Kyran waved him onward. “Go! I’m fine.” Cancelling shared sight, he picked himself up and took off again. As he ran, he was peripherally aware of Aiken bursting out of the ground and shielding a fallen Adra with his bulk. Worriedly skimming her battle thread, Kyran saw that Adra was alive but sorely injured. Of the attackers, he could tell little. But Aiken, he saw in relief, appeared to be managing fine. He had been terrified that it was more troll hunters. 
 
    He arrived at the battle’s end to find Gaesin attending to a gasping Adra who was laid out on the ground, bleeding from multiple cuts. The bear’s arrival had turned the tide of the battle decisively.  
 
    Kyran ran up to Adra, inspecting her for himself. 
 
    Adra has sustained a minor wound (right arm crippled). 
 
    Gaesin said, “I’ve staunched the bleeding and healed the superficial damage but she has sustained a wound.” He dug into his bag rooting around for the healing salve. “We have to use the salve for her to regain control of her arm.”  
 
    He moved to apply it but Kyran reached out, stopping him. “Wait, Gaesin.” 
 
    Gaesin looked at him confused. “But—” 
 
    “We can’t apply the salve now. It will drain her strength and leave her helpless. And we have to keep moving, the kobolds are close behind.” 
 
    “But she is in pain!” 
 
    “I know,” said Kyran grimly. “But we can ill afford the time.”  
 
    Adra was regaining consciousness. Still dazed, she mumbled, “What—? My arm, it hurts…”  
 
    Kyran knelt over her. “Adra, you’re all right. The battle is over. Gaesin has healed you but you’ve sustained a wound. Your right arm is crippled but we can’t heal it here. We have to get to safety first.” 
 
    Adra, with their help, got up slowly. While Gaesin fashioned a makeshift sling for her, Kyran asked, “What happened, Adra, how did they surprise you?” 
 
    “I don’t know… I did not see them until too late. They attacked out of thin air.” Troubled, Kyran checked the battle logs. 
 
    
     Battle Log (Kobold Assassins) 
 
     The battle has ended. 
 
       
 
     Combat Results 
 
     Creatures bonded: 0. 
 
     Hostiles killed: 4 of 5 level 20 feral kobold assassins. 
 
     Party XP gained: 107,940 XP. 
 
       
 
     Level Gains 
 
     None. 
 
       
 
     Party Status 
 
     Adra Maeko (right arm crippled):  
 
     HP:[image: ][image: ] 
 
     S:[image: ][image: ] 
 
     E:[image: ][image: ] 
 
   
 
    “They were level twenty assassins attacking from stealth,” he said.  
 
    “Assassins?” asked Gaesin fearfully. 
 
    Absently, Kyran nodded. Something else from the logs troubled him. “Adra, how many of them were there?”  
 
    “Five,” she answered. 
 
    He looked around, confirming that there were only four bodies. “Where is the fifth?” he asked.  
 
    The party cast anxious glances around. “He must have gone for reinforcements,” said Adra.  
 
    In confirmation, a horn sounded in the distance ahead.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Game Data 
 
      
 
    
     Deepholm Settlement Log 
 
     21 Sepa 2603 AB: First Spoke settlement stone door 1 completed. 
 
     22 Sepa 2603 AB: Stone door 2 completed. 
 
     23 Sepa 2603 AB: Stone door 3 completed. 
 
     25 Sepa 2603 AB: Primary guardroom completed. 
 
     27 Sepa 2603 AB: Secondary guardroom completed. 
 
     27 Sepa 2603 AB: First Spoke modifications completed! 
 
     28 Sepa 2603 AB: Work began on Second Spoke. 
 
     04 Octu 2603 AB: Second Spoke completed (3 stone doors, primary and secondary guardrooms)! 
 
     05 Octu 2603 AB: Work began on World Portal chamber. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     A new structure has been built! 
 
     Structure: Stone door  
 
     Type: Defensive (mundane structure). 
 
     Rank: Common. 
 
     Special properties: none. 
 
     Description: A basic stone door, constructed from marble, manually operated and barred from inside. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     A new structure has been built! 
 
     Structure: Guardroom  
 
     Type: Defensive (mundane structure). 
 
     Rank: Common. 
 
     Special properties: none. 
 
     Description: A basic guardroom, constructed from marble and built to house 10 guardsmen. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Deepholm Construction Work Order 01 Status 
 
     Date: 05 Octu 2603 AB 
 
     Progress: 20% (2 of 11 items completed).  
 
       
 
     Build Queue (remaining) 
 
     World Portal chamber: marble, 5 days. 
 
     World Portal: 10,000 EC, 2 days. 
 
     Central guardroom: marble, 7 days. 
 
     Main barracks: marble, 3 days. 
 
     Final Spoke (modifications): marble, 2 days.  
 
     Mine guardroom: marble, 3 days. 
 
     Mines: marble, 21 days. 
 
     Third Spoke: marble, 7 days. 
 
     Craft Halls: marble, 14 days. 
 
   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22                  
 
    05 Octu 2603 AB 
 
      
 
    Essence constructs. Do not use them. The time and materials required to level construct workers compared to players makes their use inefficient. Not to mention the absurd natural essence cost required to maintain them. 
 
    Even well keepers and settlement guardians, with no maintenance cost, are of very limited use. Strong though they be, they are orders of magnitude weaker than a settlement’s defensive structures. And any foe powerful enough to destroy the defences could surely defeat its guardian. 
 
    Why Eld ever included them in the game is a mystery. – from Settlement Basics by legendary scholar Jostfyler Graldvir. 
 
      
 
    The kobolds had their location now, and even worse, could track them with invisible assassins. Their chances of successfully escaping was rapidly dwindling. He pulled out Aveyad’s map. “Adra, can you point out where we are?” Adra tottered forward, still a little dazed from the battle.  
 
    She indicated their position. Kyran studied it. He pointed to the closest monster lair. “Can we reach this?” 
 
    “Yes, I think so, but are you sure?” she asked. 
 
    Kyran shrugged. “No, but we have little chance otherwise.” He looked worriedly at Adra’s injuries. “Will you manage the hike?”  
 
    Adra straightened. “I will.”  
 
    The party broke from their current heading and set off towards their new destination. The kobold horn sounded again, closer. A replying horn sounded behind them. The hunting parties were closing in, homing onto their position.  
 
    The next hour proved difficult. The horns sounded at regular intervals, and from multiple points. More war bands joined the first two. The party’s anxiety peaked, hounded by the hunting horns. They increased their pace, until they were panting and gasping. Somehow, Adra kept up. With their change in direction, they eluded the net the kobold parties attempted to weave and squeezed out ahead, a long train of kobolds behind. 
 
    The kobolds gained. Weary, and burdened by Adra’s injuries, they couldn’t redouble their pace. The horns grew more frenetic, sensing their prey’s weakness. The party persevered onwards. “Leave me,” gasped Adra, “I am only slowing you down.”  
 
    “No,” said Kyran firmly. “No one gets left behind.” He looked back. A horde of dots appeared on his map, far too many to count. Aiken projected an image of him stone diving the kobolds. “Not yet, brother,” he replied. The kobold numbers were too great for such a tactic to work again but if the kobolds got any closer, they would have no choice but to attempt another delaying action. 
 
    Just then, Gaesin whispered, “We’re here, we’ve reached the cavern.”  
 
    Kyran breathed out in relief. “Wait here,” he said. As the rest of the party huddled at the cavern entrance, catching their breath, Kyran slipped inside, scouting its depths. 
 
    The cavern was dark and humid. Water dripped from the ceiling onto the jumbled rocks strewn on the cavern floor. The rocks were slippery and coated with moss. Writhing amongst them were large slow-moving shapes. Ugly, maggot-like worms piled within one wriggling mass. Individuals were hard to distinguish, but each worm appeared many times his height, translucent and pulsating sickeningly in time with the others. They had no eyes or nose and only a gaping maw for a mouth. He cast insight on the worms. 
 
    
     Creature: Tunneller Worm 
 
     Type: Beast 
 
     Rarity: Epic 
 
     Level: 62 
 
     Health: 750/750 
 
     Attack: 75-90 (acidic, piercing) 
 
     Defences (Physical/ Psi/ Spell): 60 / 70 / 87 
 
       
 
     Special Effects: 
 
     Acid spit: Spits acidic projectiles that destroy armour and flesh.  
 
     Acidic: Biting melee attack that inflicts acid and piercing damage. 
 
     Blind: Has no sight. Finds its victim by sound and smell. 
 
     Vulnerable to fire: +50% fire damage.  
 
     Earth immunity: +100% resistance to earth damage. 
 
       
 
     Description: 
 
     Blind from birth, tunneller worms are aptly suited to life in the deep earth. They have developed no instinctive fear of other creatures and almost never retreat. For this and their acid that can chew through anything, they are avoided by even the labyrinth’s most dangerous predators. 
 
   
 
    His original intent in seeking the lair was to use its beasts to defeat the kobolds, or at least delay pursuit, but the worms’ levels were high enough to make the success of such a plan doubtful. Yet in studying the lair’s layout, another possibility occurred to him. He scanned the edges of the cavern, mapping out a path to reach the exit he spied on the far side of the cavern. Although strewn with slippery rocks it looked navigable, and most importantly was sufficiently far from the worms to not draw their attention.  
 
    Rushing back to the party, he reported his findings. Gaesin and Adra hurried within and hugging the cavern walls, crept towards the cavern’s far exit. After ascertaining that the pair was safe, Kyran sent Aiken stone diving after them. 
 
    The party was halfway through the cavern when the first kobolds charged in. They appeared unaware of the danger and advanced heedlessly down the centre of the cavern. Even then, they went unnoticed by the blind worms. That was not according to plan. Forced to improvise, Kyran sent a message to Aiken, who responded by bursting from the floor beneath the kobolds, roaring in fury. His roar reverberated in the cavern, shocking the worms out of their slumber. 
 
    The mass of worms untangled and transformed into ten individuals, standing tall and swaying, while they attempted to sniff out the interlopers. Faced with the twin threat of Aiken and the worms, the kobolds stumbled to a halt. Some even attempted to retreat but the rest of the pursuing column swarming into the cavern made that impossible. Shrieking, the worms crashed into the kobolds massed tantalisingly before them. Aiken dived again, abandoning the kobolds to face the worms. “Well done, brother,” said Kyran. The kobolds scrambled away from the gruesome predators but the worms were frighteningly quick, striking and digesting the kobolds whole. The party froze, momentarily transfixed by the grisly scene. A horn sounded and a fresh wave of kobolds charged within—straight into the maws of the frenzied worms. 
 
    Shaking himself free from the mesmerising horror, Kyran herded the party to the cavern exit. Horns sounded again, and more kobolds swarmed in, including three shamans, who stood back and threw flaming fireballs at the worms. The worms shrieked in agony and darted towards the shamans, annihilating them instantly. 
 
    The party reached the exit and Kyran signalled them to continue onwards while he observed the battle. Despite their numbers, the kobolds were losing, but more kept streaming in. Oblivious to their losses, the kobolds maintained their attacks on the worms. Kyran was tempted to interfere but the risk—of the worms or the kobolds focusing on him instead of each other—was too great. Regretfully, he left them to their fate, and rejoined his companions. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23                  
 
    05 Octu 2603 AB 
 
      
 
    Durn Duruhl, the ancestral home of the dwarves, is one of the wonders of Myelad. Built entirely underground, the city is housed in the world’s largest subterranean cavern. Over long centuries, it has been meticulously expanded by the patient dwarves, and today not only houses the city, but also its outlying fields and a series of forts that protects the cavern’s south and northern entrances. Yet the true wonder, is that much of the city was built before the game and amazingly, without natural essence. – from The Origin of Myelad by Marcos Aurclasy, Silenheim Librarian. 
 
      
 
    The party rushed headlong down the tunnel. This tunnel was not part of the labyrinth proper. It was naturally formed, either from a forgotten underground waterway or dug out by a monster of the deeps. Possibly even by tunnellers. Kyran shuddered at the thought, but however it was made, the tunnel headed in the correct direction.  
 
    When Kyran judged they had travelled far enough from the worms’ cavern to be out of immediate danger, the party stopped for a hurried, whispered conversation. “Adra, where does this tunnel lead? I don’t recall seeing it on the map.”  
 
    Adra shook her head, sharing Kyran’s confusion. “That is because it isn’t. Where it goes, I don’t know.”  
 
    “Well there is no going back. Let us see where it leads.” 
 
    “Let me scout ahead and find out,” she volunteered. 
 
    Kyran looked over her injuries and shook his head. “No, you are in no state for that. I’ll lead. You stay back with the others.” 
 
    Adra vainly protested but he was adamant, and they set off again with Kyran scouting. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    The tunnel held no further surprises. The entire time, Kyran dreaded encountering one of the worms within its narrow confines. He had no illusions about what the outcome of such an encounter would be. Thankfully that did not come to pass, and much to everyone’s relief, the tunnel shortly split out onto a ledge sitting fifty metres above the largest cavern Kyran had yet seen in the labyrinth. Its roof arched high overhead and was speckled with luminous crystals that bathed the city below in eternal twilight. 
 
    They had arrived. The tunnel had brought them to the dwarven city. 
 
    Huddled at the ledge’s edge, the party peered down into the cavern. The ruined dwarven city, Durn Duruhl stretched before them, a legion of squat stone buildings, interspersed with monolithic towers that reached high above the ledge. Encircled protectively around the city was a double ring of ramparts, once impervious but now no more than a broken circle of crumbling stone. In two open squares in the centre of the city, were the only buildings that deviated from the mould of squat and square, or tall and thin. Ornate and embellished with elaborate carvings, the buildings stood imperious on the border of the squares. One of which must be their first destination, Stonekeep. 
 
    In a half moon circle, around the cavern’s northern circumference, was a series of strongholds guarding the entrances into the cavern from the labyrinth. All swarmed with kobolds. The party, Kyran realised, would never have been able to fight their way through. They had been fortunate to find an unguarded entrance.  
 
    The city itself had two entrances, each protected by its own fortress. From the northern one, a series of enclosed corridors extended like spokes of a wheel to the border strongholds, funnelling traffic between. From the south fort, a stone causeway extended upwards and outwards, disappearing into the cavern’s southern heights. The exit to the world above, thought Kyran excitedly. Finally, it was within their sights. 
 
    In the southern quarter of the city, amongst the cannibalised remains of its buildings, was a sprawling kobold encampment which judging from its size, contained thousands of kobolds and whether by happenstance or design it blocked passage to the causeway.  
 
    Kyran studied the city and the movement of the kobolds within. The city buzzed with activity as kobolds flowed in a constant stream between their encampment, the north fortress and the border strongholds. Observing the patterns of their movement, he thought sneaking into Stonekeep was feasible but getting past the kobold encampment was going to prove problematic—if not impossible. 
 
    “Adra,” he asked, pointing out the causeway, “is that the exit from the labyrinth?” 
 
    She nodded, too exhausted for anything else. 
 
    “And which of those buildings is Stonekeep?” 
 
    Adra pointed out the closer of the large city squares. “That is Government Square and that,” she said, pointing to a building whose entrance was lined with dwarven statues, “is Stonekeep. The other square is the Craft Quarter.” 
 
    “Thank you, Adra,” he said, then studied her carefully. She was in bad shape and remained standing by strength of will alone. Gaesin, Aiken and himself were little better off. The party was in no shape to attempt the city today. They needed rest badly. He scryed the furthest reaches of the tunnel but even at the limit of his scrying could find no signs of pursuit. He wondered who had won the battle.  
 
    He surveyed their surroundings. The ledge on which they stood was well concealed and a narrow winding path extended from it down to the cave. This was likely the safest spot in the cavern. Besides which, he doubted Adra could travel any farther tonight. It was risky but necessary. 
 
    “We’ll camp here tonight. Aiken will sleep in the tunnel mouth and protect our rear. The rest of us will keep watch on the path down to the city. I’ll take first watch, the rest of you turn in.” 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    The night passed without incident but the party remained tense and watchful throughout, wary of attacks from their rear or detection by the kobolds infesting the city below. Nonetheless they slept deeply, worn to the bone by the day’s exertions. 
 
    While on watch, Kyran reviewed the results of yesterday’s battles. 
 
    
     Battle Log (05 Octu 2603 AB) 
 
     8 Skirmishes fought. 
 
       
 
     Combat Results 
 
     Creatures bonded: 0. 
 
     Hostiles killed: 102 feral kobold fighters, 12 kobold shamans, 4 kobold assassins. 
 
     Party XP gained: 1,616,160 XP. 
 
       
 
     Level Gains 
 
     Kyran: 2 levels (18 SP, 4 AP). New combat level: Level 17. 
 
     Adra: 1 level (3 SP, 1 AP). New combat level: Level 18. 
 
     Gaesin: 2 levels (6 SP, 2 AP). New combat level: Level 17. 
 
     Aiken: 3 levels. New combat level: Level 17. 
 
       
 
     Status Effects 
 
     Adra Maeko: Right arm crippled (healing salve applied).  
 
   
 
    It had been a difficult day, with many running battles, but it had allowed the party to accrue significant combat experience. Looking out over the kobold-infested city, he knew the experience would come in handy tomorrow. He considered his skills. To prepare, he would have to be as strong as possible. Other than a few AP which he kept in reserve for emergencies, he invested all his points into his magic and other core skills. 
 
    
     You have used the ability, more skills, and converted 4 AP into 8 combat SP.  
 
     Base skill in beast bonding has increased to 17. Effective skill: 43.2. 
 
     Base skill in psionics has increased to 17. Psicasting cost reduced by 6.9. 
 
     Base skill in telepathy has increased to 17. Psi damage: 34.7. 
 
     Base skill in earth magic has increased to 17. Effective skill: 43.4. 
 
     Base skill in fire magic has increased to 17. Fire damage: 43.4. 
 
     Base skill in spellcasting has increased to 17. Spellcasting cost reduced by 8.7. 
 
     Base skill in water magic has increased to 16. Effective skill: 40.8. 
 
     Base skill in body control has increased to 10. Mind over matter buff: +20% body attributes. 
 
     Remaining: 2 Combat AP. 
 
   
 
    With his levelling seen to, Kyran spent the rest of his watch lost on thought, his eyes idly drifting over the cavern. It was a marvel of dwarven engineering, fortified as it was to almost preposterous levels. He wondered how it ever fallen. The dwarves who had built this place must have been a formidable people. 
 
    Looking on the final hurdle between the party and escape, he couldn’t help but reflect on the journey here and what lay in store for the future. His other life—as he now thought of his time on Earth—was nearly forgotten, a distant fog of memories that had moulded his self but left his edges soft and unshaped. It was the crucible of the labyrinth that had forged him, transforming a callow youth floating through life into a warrior who had faced death and found purpose. 
 
    This was his world now. Ignorant though he was of its wider makeup, politics, factions and way of life, he was yet firmly bound to it. He looked over his companions. By ties as binding as any that he had on Earth. Of friendship, loyalty and camaraderie. 
 
    What did his future hold? What would he do when he escaped this labyrinth? What new perils would he face, what new wonders would he discover? 
 
    He knew not.  
 
    But what he had come to realise, was that he had power here, whether by chance or through the divine intervention of Eld, he did not know—or care. With the thirteenth well and his own abilities he had the means to effect real change and he would use it, not according to the whims of Eld or any other god, but to make this world a better place for its persecuted and downtrodden. Because with power came responsibility, a moral obligation to aid those without. He sighed, melancholic. It was a heavy burden and one he was not certain he was suited to bear but he would not shirk from it.  
 
    But first we have to escape, thought Kyran, chuckling wryly at his grandiose plans. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    The next day dawned with little change in the kobolds’ disposition in the city. It seemed to Kyran that the numbers of kobolds leaving the city had increased but he could not be sure. Adra had fully recovered from her wound, the healing salve Gaesin applied working wonders overnight. After a hasty meal and last-minute alterations to their plans, the party set off. 
 
    They slipped silently down the path from the ledge, taking pains not to be spotted. This was not especially hard, since the kobolds had posted no lookouts within the city. All their efforts were centred on controlling access from the north. In fact, it was a good bet that the kobolds did not even know about this entrance, which was not shown on Aveyad’s map either. Idly he wondered if it was a recent addition or part of a secret escape route from the city. 
 
    They reached the cavern floor without mishap and dashed for the safety of the walls across the open expanse outside it. One by one, the companions slipped undetected through a break in the wall. They were in the city at last. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Game Data 
 
      
 
    
     Aiken Profile (Condensed) 
 
       
 
     Name: Aiken 
 
     Class: Player Companion 
 
     Race: Jade Great Bear (Elder Beast) 
 
     Level: 17 (cub) 
 
     Health: 340/340 
 
     Stamina: 1000/1000 
 
     Will: 1200/1200 
 
     Essence: 400/400 
 
       
 
     Attacks 
 
     Physical: 34 (blunt, slash). 
 
     Spell: 17 (earth). 
 
       
 
     Defences 
 
     Physical Defence: 25.5 
 
     Psi Defence: 42.5 
 
     Spell Defence: 31 
 
       
 
     Abilities (active): 
 
     Terrifying roar, Rending bite, Mauling attack, Stone dive, Healing wave. 
 
       
 
     Abilities (passive): 
 
     Earth immunity, Poison resistance, Jade Skin, Earth Sight. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Kyran Profile (Condensed) 
 
     Name: Kyran Seversan 
 
     Race: Elf 
 
     Combat Level: 17 
 
     Civilian Level: 19 
 
     Health: 190/190 
 
     Stamina: 500/500 
 
     Will: 1020/1020 
 
     Essence: 1200/1200 
 
       
 
     Attacks 
 
     Physical: 21.3 (slash). 
 
     Mental: 34.7 (psi). 
 
     Spell: 43.4 (fire). 
 
       
 
     Defences 
 
     Physical Defence: 21.2 
 
     Psi Defence: 19 
 
     Spell Defence: 19 
 
       
 
     Combat Skills (0 SP available) 
 
     Beast Bonding: 43.2 (17 base) 
 
     Body Control: 20.4 (10 base) 
 
     Light Armour: 14.4 (12 base) 
 
     Psionics: 34.7 (17 base) 
 
     Psi Armour: 0 
 
     Telekinesis: 26.5 (13 base) 
 
     Telepathy: 34.7 (17 base) 
 
     Will Regen.: 0 
 
     Air Magic: 35.7 (14 base) 
 
     Earth Magic: 43.4 (17 base) 
 
     Essence Regen.: 0 
 
     Fire Magic: 43.4 (17 base) 
 
     Supportive Magic: 30.6 (12 base) 
 
     Wands & Staffs: 0 
 
     Mystical garments: 0 
 
     Spellcasting: 43.4 (17 base) 
 
     Water Magic: 40.8 (16 base) 
 
     Longbow (Racial): 0 
 
     Longsword (Racial): 6.4 (8 base) 
 
       
 
     Civilian Skills (1 SP available) 
 
     Commander: 13.7 (19 base) 
 
     Feudal Lord: 0 
 
     Governor: 0 
 
     Mage Lord: 45.6 (19 base) 
 
     Scrying: 13.7 (19 base) 
 
     Travelling: 13.7 (19 base) 
 
     Nature Lore (Racial): 22.8 (19 base) 
 
       
 
     Vassals & Minions 
 
     Maximum allowed: 13 (19 base) 
 
     Current: 2. 
 
       
 
     Combat Abilities (2 AP available) 
 
     Novice: 
 
     Beast Bond, Extend Bond, Confusion, Boost Speed, Hold, Teleport (Object). 
 
     Truesight, Fire Dart, Slippery Ice, Grasping Roots, Fire Shield, Ice Wall, Earth Tremor, Poison Ward, Restore Health (Others), Freezing Hands, Shocking Hands. 
 
     Base: 
 
     Calm Beast, Mind Over Matter, Teleport (Self), Mind Shock. 
 
     Blend, Barkskin, Flaming Hands, Restore Health (Self), Water Armour. 
 
       
 
     Civilian Abilities (7 AP available) 
 
     Novice: 
 
     Travel (Self), Basic Scrying, Gather Plants. 
 
     Base: 
 
     Inspiring, Channel Essence, Show Hostiles, Show Portals, Show Plants (map), Shared Sight, Channel Novice Spells. 
 
       
 
     Equipped Items 
 
     Damaged set of Chitin armour (15 base armour). 
 
     Novice’s Training sword (15-20 base slash damage). 
 
     Bone shaman necklace (+2% earth magic). 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Gaesin Profile (Condensed) 
 
     Name: Gaesin Illineiros 
 
     Class: none.  
 
     Race: Half-Elf 
 
     Combat Level: 17 
 
     Civilian Level: 18 
 
     Health: 162/162 
 
     Stamina: 450/450 
 
     Will: 520/520 
 
     Essence: 800/800 
 
       
 
     Attacks 
 
     Spell: 32.3 (earth) 
 
       
 
     Defences 
 
     Physical Defence: 18 
 
     Psi Defence: 18 
 
     Spell Defence: 18 
 
       
 
     Combat Skills (1 SP available) 
 
     Essence Regen.: 0 
 
     Supportive Magic: 29.8 (17 base) 
 
     Wands & Staffs: 32.3(17 base) 
 
     Mystical garments: 0 
 
     Spellcasting: 29.8 (17 base) 
 
     Water Magic: 29.8 (17 base) 
 
       
 
     Combat Abilities (1 AP available) 
 
     Novice: 
 
     Restore Health (Others), Healing Aura, Restore Mind, Detect Magic, Slippery Ice, Ice Wall, Freezing Hands. 
 
     Base: 
 
     Ranged magical attack, Water Armour, Restore Health (Self). 
 
       
 
     Civilian Skills (0 SP available) 
 
     Scribe: 18.7 (18 base) 
 
     Lore: 18.7 (18 base) 
 
       
 
     Civilian Abilities (7 AP available) 
 
     Novice: 
 
     Scribe novice spells, Mimic novice ability. 
 
     Base: 
 
     Observe. 
 
       
 
     Equipped Items 
 
     Novices’ robes (5 spell armour). 
 
     Cat’s eye ring (night vision). 
 
     Shaman’s earth staff (1 base earth damage). 
 
     Bracelet of Magical Shield (Magic shield spell). 
 
     Spellcaster’s Ring (+15% wands & staffs). 
 
     Healing Wave scrolls x 15. 
 
     Minor healing salve. 
 
   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    
     Adra Profile (Condensed) 
 
     Name: Adra Maeko  
 
     Class: none.  
 
     Race: Wolven 
 
     Combat Level: 18 
 
     Civilian Level: 19 
 
     Health: 266/266 
 
     Stamina: 700/700 
 
     Will: 500/500 
 
     Essence: 500/500 
 
       
 
     Attacks 
 
     Physical: 25.4 (piercing) 
 
       
 
     Defences 
 
     Physical Defence: 23.1 
 
     Psi Defence: 19 
 
     Spell Defence: 19 
 
       
 
     Combat Skills (1 SP available) 
 
     Bows: 27 (18 base) 
 
     Light Armour: 27 (18 base) 
 
     Stealth: 29.7 (18 base) 
 
     Archery: 27 (18 base) 
 
     One-handed weapons (short): 11 (7 base) 
 
       
 
     Combat Abilities (0 AP available) 
 
     Novice: 
 
     Focused shot, Throw weapon, Ensnaring arrows, Stunning arrow, Flaming arrow. 
 
     Base: 
 
     Snipe. 
 
       
 
     Civilian Skills (0 SP available) 
 
     Mapping: 28.5 (19 base) 
 
     Camping: 28.5 (19 base) 
 
     Nature Lore: 28.5 (19 base) 
 
     Fletching: 19 (19 base) 
 
       
 
     Civilian Abilities (1 AP available) 
 
     Novice: 
 
     Physical Tracking, Hide Tracks, Create Map, Establish Camp, Early warning system, Gather plants, Encourage growth, Harvest beast remains, Craft arrows. 
 
     Base: 
 
     Read Map, Forage. 
 
       
 
     Equipped Items 
 
     Full set of studded leather armour (15 armour). 
 
     Steel shortsword (8-12 slash damage). 
 
     Wolven longbow (15-20 piercing damage). 
 
     Minor healing salve. 
 
   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24                  
 
    06 Octu 2603 AB 
 
      
 
    The party entered the city from the east. Their destination, Stonekeep, was near the city centre but outside the direct line of march of the kobolds moving between the encampment in the south and the fortress in the north. 
 
    They made the trip through the crumbling buildings, alert and with Adra scouting upfront again. This part of the city was long abandoned, its streets dust and grime-covered. The party trod silently through the ruins, leaving clear signs of their passage which worried Kyran no end, but which he was helpless to do anything about. 
 
    They reached Government Square without misadventure. They stopped on the edge of the square, in one of the ruined buildings opposite Stonekeep and closely surveilled it. Like some ancient behemoth, it dominated the western side of the square. All that remained of it was the bones of its former self, the rest picked apart by time and scavengers. From up close the signs of the keep’s looting and destruction were readily apparent. Its windows and doors were blackened and soot stained and its statues were chipped and bloodstained. 
 
    Kyran’s heart sank. There seemed little hope of finding a functional settlement stone in the derelict structure but they had come so far already. It wouldn’t do to turn back now, not without being sure. He turned to his companions and said grimly, “The keep looks completely ruined, not much chance of finding a functional settlement stone in there.” He shook his head unhappily. “But it needs to be searched nonetheless. I go alone. You three wait for me here.” 
 
    He raised his hand to forestall protest. “This time, I will keep the battlegroup active and check in every ten minutes. I promise.” 
 
    “Five minutes,” said Adra and Gaesin simultaneously. 
 
    Kyran nodded agreeably. “Settled then, five minutes.” He looked to Aiken. “Agreed, brother?” 
 
    Aiken gazed back with denial in his eyes but then with a sigh, consented. 
 
    With a final nod to the party, Kyran activated blend and silently padded towards the building. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Three hours later. “Kyran here. All clear.” 
 
    “We hear you, Kyran, all clear out here as well.” 
 
    It had been a fruitless few hours. The keep was in shambles. Everything was covered in a thick layer of dust and was either broken or shattered. Anything not bolted down had been looted. He had failed to find a single piece of whole furniture anywhere. After the hours of searching he was covered in grime and had developed a hacking cough that he was hard-pressed to stop. He had searched the keep from the ground to its topmost floors, which barely fit that description anymore, crumbling and decrepit as they were.  
 
    And found nothing. Nothing that even remotely resembled an essence structure. No hidden doors or chambers. Nothing. Almost ready to concede defeat, he sat down cross-legged amidst the remains of the keep’s former kitchen.  
 
    “Kyran?” 
 
    “Still here. All clear.” 
 
    “You done yet?” 
 
    “Almost. I’ve just one more thing to try.” 
 
    He closed his eyes and scryed. The one peculiarity in the keep’s design that bothered him was the lack of subterranean levels. At first, he thought its entrance was concealed or hidden but after hours of searching was convinced no such entrance existed or if it did, it was beyond the ability of his truesight to penetrate. He supposed it was possible, that being underground already, that the keep did not have any lower levels. But at this stage he would grasp at any straw. This was his last hope. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    After an hour of scrying his persistence paid off. The dwarves who had designed this city had certainly been paranoid (justifiably so it turned out) and sneaky. Very sneaky, he thought in admiration. Buried under tons of rock, with no way in or out, was a concealed chamber. In pristine condition too. Even with his scrying ability he had almost missed it. Any deeper and he would have. 
 
    “I’ve found it.” He paused. “One problem though, there is no way into the chamber that contains it, other than teleportation. When I teleport in, I am not sure what will happen. The chamber may be shielded or it may be out of range of the battlegroup.” 
 
    “… how long will you be out of communication?” 
 
    “No more than an hour I hope but if I take any longer, move into the keep. There are still a few rooms that are structurally sound where you can set up a defensible camp.” 
 
    “Very well, and… good luck.” 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Kyran coalesced into being in the hidden chamber. He opened his eyes and stood up. The chamber was small, nondescript and empty but for an oval stone—and the dwarf standing silently next to it. 
 
    His ears shot up in shock and his eyes flew to the dwarf, staring hard at him. And then, he blew out a carefully controlled breath. It was not a dwarf. Just a lifelike imitation of one. He stepped closer, inspecting it. 
 
    
     Name: Durn Duruhl. 
 
     Type: Settlement Guardian (Essence construct). 
 
     Rarity: Rare. 
 
     Level: 78 (Adept) 
 
     Health: 1280 / 1280 
 
     Attack: 90-100 (crushing) 
 
     Defences (Physical/ Psi/ Spell): 128 / immune / 85 
 
       
 
     Special Effects: 
 
     Herald’s cry: When the settlement is under attack, inform the settlement lord. 
 
     Psi immunity: +100% resistance to all forms of psi damage. 
 
     Stonebound: May not leave the building housing the settlement stone (immediate vicinity of the essence well to which it is bound). 
 
       
 
     Description: 
 
     A settlement guardian is a construct that is formed wholly from natural essence and requires no enchanting or crafting skills to create. Its primary purpose is to protect the settlement stone to which it is bound. A settlement guardian increases in level as the settlement to which it is bound grows. 
 
   
 
    It was the settlement’s guardian, inactive since the city stood unclaimed. The guardian was fashioned in the likeliness of a dwarf, short, stout with a long, braided beard and shaggy eyebrows. Sheathed over its back was a lethal mithril warhammer. Unlike the well keeper, the guardian bore no resemblance to the essence from which it was formed, completely lifelike. 
 
    Only with his nose an inch from the guardian did Kyran notice any sign of its construct nature. Trace cracks on its surface revealed the luminous essence beneath its dwarven appearance.  
 
    So, this is what a real construct looks like, he thought. The guardian stood unblinking during his inspection, exhibiting no signs of life. He turned his attention to the stone which rested on a pedestal next to it. It had the distinctive luminous blue crystalline structure of essence crystals.  
 
    
     Found: Settlement Stone (Durn Duruhl). 
 
     Type: Essence structure. 
 
     Essence available: 0/0 (not connected to a domain). 
 
     Current Lord: none. 
 
     Description: Central control node of the fortified city of Durn Duruhl. 
 
   
 
    As he approached it, the game sent the request he had been eagerly awaiting.  
 
    
     The settlement, Durn Duruhl, is unclaimed. Do you wish to claim it for the Labyrinth Deeps domain? 
 
     Warning: The binding can only be undone by the domain’s sovereign. On death of its settlement lord or defeat of its guardian the settlement will be lost. 
 
   
 
    Profound relief was the emotion he experienced most at the message. He accepted ownership of the city without hesitation. 
 
    Congratulations, your domain has grown! You have claimed Durn Duruhl and gained the trait, Earl of Durn Duruhl. 
 
      
 
    Earl of Durn Duruhl: You have been granted stewardship of this settlement by the sovereign of the domain. As a rank 4 fortified city, stewardship of Durn Duruhl confers upon you the title of Earl, which grants you the following benefits: +16% to all defences and civilian skills when within the settlement’s zone of control. 
 
    The game flooded him with a deluge of information, far more than when he had taken control of the well. Of the city, the state of its essence structures (of which many remained), of the structures’ energy levels (uniformly zero), of the state of the city’s defences (all in the deep red), and of the hostiles present within its bounds—five thousand, three hundred and twenty to be exact. 
 
    He ignored it all, searching for the one morsel of information that was most crucial. There. Yes! The South Gate was still functional. 
 
    
     Structure: South Gate (Essence Gate)  
 
     Type: Defensive (essence structure). 
 
     Rank: Unique. 
 
     Available power: 0% (must be charged with natural essence). 
 
     Condition: Average.  
 
       
 
     Special properties:  
 
     Essence locked: Sealed with intricate essence sigils, the gate can only be opened by those granted access by the settlement lord.  
 
     Impervious: Made from orichalcum, immune to psi and magic. 
 
     Immovable: Weighing thousands of tons, the gate cannot be shifted by normal means. 
 
     Essence-driven: Moved using six essence engines, powered by natural essence. 
 
       
 
     Description:  
 
     One of the wonders of the world, these thirty-metre-tall gates, shaped from six-metre-thick slabs of stone and orichalcum, are a masterwork of dwarven crafting and essence engineering. For thousands of years, they have stood undefeated—even in the great fall of Crotana six hundred years ago—protecting both the dwarven ancestral city of Durn Duruhl and barring entrance to the labyrinth from the world above. 
 
   
 
    He wasted no time. “Well Keeper?” he projected into the ether. 
 
    “Master, I am here,” responded the keeper. 
 
    Kyran breathed out in relief. He had almost feared it would not work. “I have claimed Durn Duruhl’s settlement stone and need natural essence to power its structures. Can you connect it to the domain?” 
 
    “Of course, master. Wait one moment.” 
 
    Within the ether, Kyran sensed a great gush of energy approaching as the Well Keeper carved a conduit between the thirteenth well and Durn Duruhl. The raw essence splashed and bucked but failed to slip the keeper’s grasp as he guided it gently but firmly to the settlement stone. 
 
    A ley line has formed between the thirteenth well and Durn Duruhl, charging its settlement stone, current charge: 0%. Due to the hidden veil, this ley line is concealed and cannot be traced in the ether.  
 
    “It is done, master,” said the keeper, withdrawing once more to the well. 
 
    In the chamber, the settlement stone began to glow as it filled with natural essence. The guardian’s eyes snapped open, fuelled by the natural essence filling the stone. Unnaturally, its head swung to face Kyran while its body remained locked in place. Then with a weird jerk, its body followed suit and after a stumbled step forward, it regained full control and bowed smoothly to Kyran. 
 
    “Master, I am Durn Duruhl, welcome. How may I serve.” 
 
    Kyran stared at the construct in surprise. “Your name is Durn Duruhl?” 
 
    “Yes, master, I am named after the city.” 
 
    Kyran nodded. “Very well. Tell me, Durn, are you aware of the city’s current state?” 
 
    “The current available essence level is at one percent and increasing at maximum rate. No essence is being consumed. All essence structures are currently unpowered. Two hundred and fifty-six essence structures have been destroyed beyond recovery and—” 
 
    “Stop. Sorry, Durn, I was unclear. I meant are you aware of the tactical situation in the city, that the city is presently occupied by kobolds?” 
 
    “I am, master.” 
 
    “And can you do anything about that?” he asked hopefully. 
 
    “I am sorry, master, I cannot. My influence is restricted to Stonekeep. I cannot leave its bounds, and all the city’s essence weaponry and defensive structures have been damaged or destroyed. With suitable stores of material some may be repaired.” 
 
    “Are such stores present in the city?” 
 
    “No, master.” Right, there goes hope of an easy solution to the kobold problem. 
 
    “There may also be weaponry in the enchanter’s guild armoury that could be of use.” 
 
    Kyran’s ears perked up. “Armoury? What armoury?” 
 
    “The Enchanter’s Guild master armoury is the only one still standing in the city. Its doors remain locked and sealed. All others were looted during the city’s capture six hundred years ago.” 
 
    Kyran nodded excitedly. “And what is in there?” 
 
    “I do not know, master. The armoury is constructed from orichalcum, which makes it impervious to all forms of magical scrying and penetration—it is how it escaped notice during the sack of the city. And its contents were only entrusted to the enchanter’s guild.” 
 
    Hmm, interesting but a long shot at best. He sighed. “And what of the South Gate?” 
 
    “The South Gate never fell during the invasion. The essence engines powering them are fully functional but not charged. Do you wish to activate the gates, master?” 
 
    “Yes. Please charge the engines, Durn, but do not open the gates themselves. I assume, I will be able to do so from the gate itself?” 
 
    “Yes, you may issue me a command from anywhere within the city’s environs to do so or use the control panel at the gates.” 
 
    Essence from the settlement stone has been diverted to the South Gate (current charge: 1%). 
 
    “Thank you, Durn. That will be all. It was a pleasure meeting you.” 
 
    “And in meeting you as well, master. If I may be permitted the liberty, please accept my thanks for returning the city to life. I also strongly urge your lordship, for both your own safety, and that of your companions, to evict the city of its current unsavoury residents.” 
 
    Kyran wondered if real dwarves were this well-mannered. Somehow, he doubted it. “You’re welcome, Durn,” said Kyran, resuming his cross-legged stance on the floor. “And,” he added wryly, “believe me, I will make every effort to rid us of those kobolds.” He closed his eyes and popped them back open again. “Oh, one last thing, Durn, make sure to keep Stonekeep free of any kobolds who enter—discreetly if you can.” 
 
    “It will be my pleasure.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Durn.” 
 
    “Goodbye, master.” 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Kyran teleported directly back to the building where the party remained. They looked up in surprise at his appearance. Gaesin recovered first. “How did it go, Kyran?” 
 
    “The good news is that we now have the means to open the South Gate.” The companions’ relief at this news was palpable. 
 
    “The bad news is that we’ll receive no help getting there. We’re on our own figuring out how to get past the kobold encampment.” 
 
    The two nodded, expecting nothing less. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
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    They had a plan. A simple one. To use the buildings for cover, sneak through the kobold camp as far as they could and then make a dash for the south fortress and the causeway. Not much of a plan but Kyran didn’t have many options to play with. The plan’s success rested on Gaesin. Both Kyran and Adra had strong stealth skills and Aiken could stone dive, travelling hidden beneath the ground between buildings but Gaesin had no means of hiding. Getting Gaesin through would rely heavily on timing, available cover and disguise. 
 
    The youth, realising the party’s fate rested in his hands, had been miserable with worry. Kyran had hit on the idea of disguising Gaesin as a shaman, using the headdress, staff and cloak looted from the previous battles. It would not stand up to close scrutiny—Gaesin’s height made that impossible—but from a distance and given only short glimpses, the half-elf might be mistaken for a shaman. 
 
    The party neared the boundary of the kobold camp with both Adra and Kyran scouting up front. They had chosen the quietest hour of the night to attempt their mad plan but despite this, the camp was alive with activity. It never seemed to fully sleep. The camp’s perimeter was unguarded and while kobolds moved freely about, none looked especially alert. This might be easier than they thought. 
 
    Nodding to Adra, Kyran dashed forward, seeking the cover of a nearby building. He slipped silently through its open window and crouched down, listening. Nothing. The building was empty. “Come.” 
 
    At the all clear, Adra looped across, leapfrogging Kyran and moving to the far end of the building where she kept watch. “Come.” 
 
    Next it was Gaesin’s turn. Bent over nearly double, the half-elf moved awkwardly from shadow to shadow, hurrying without seeming to. Kyran winced. To his eyes it was obvious that Gaesin was no shaman. Breathless, Gaesin reached the building safely. Gripping his shoulder in reassurance, Kyran sent him to join Adra. Then it was Aiken’s turn, who with minimal fuss silently surfaced through the building’s stone floor. “Good job, brother.” 
 
    And that simply, they crossed the first hurdle and it was on to the next. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    After three more such trips the party crossed into the camp proper. The kobold numbers around them were light but steadily increasing. As Kyran attempted the next crossing, disaster struck and in a manner that caught them all by surprise. 
 
    Kyran was halfway across the next stage with no kobolds in sight when his blend failed. As he crossed over some invisible line, a flicker of energy washed through his body in an unpleasant tingle, querying his identity. 
 
    Kyran has tripped a detection ward. Invisibility lost. Kyran’s location has been revealed to a hostile entity. 
 
    Kyran cursed. The camp was warded and he had foolishly triggered the alarm. They had been found out too early. Continuing forward was suicide; their only hope was to flee and lose pursuit. “Retreat. Quickly. We’ve been discovered.”  
 
    A ball of ominous red light sailed over the horizon from the camp’s centre. Fearing an attack, Kyran activated fire shield and double-stepped backwards with his head swivelling back and forth while the rest of the party, abandoning caution, turned and fled. 
 
    But the red ball was not an attack. It was a beacon. The ball floated into position, hovering over the location of Kyran’s blunder. Horns echoed, summoning the kobolds to arms. From the nearby buildings packs of kobolds spilt out, far more than Kyran would have believed they could hold.  
 
    Chattering animatedly, the kobolds looked curiously to the beacon and spotted the unmistakable bulk of the great bear and then the rest of the companions. With yelps of excitement they drew their weapons and converged on the party. Aargh, thought Kyran.  
 
    He turned and ran. 
 
    “Kyran, where to?” came Adra’s voice over the battlegroup.  
 
    Sprinting flat out at the party’s rear, Kyran wondered just the same thing. They could head east, back to the ledge but no, that would leave them trapped between the kobolds and the worms. Not a good idea. Stonekeep? But even with the guardian’s help, he did not think they could hold off five thousand enraged kobolds. No, their best bet was to lose pursuit and go into hiding. 
 
    “Head for the city centre. It’s a maze in there and our best chance to lose pursuit.” 
 
    But first they would need to put some distance between themselves and the nearest kobolds. He looked back. They were too close. “We have to slow down pursuit. Aiken, stone dive into the kobolds behind us and then back out. Gaesin, when he is clear, cast ice wall and slippery ice directly on our rear. Adra keep watch and protect them while they go about it.” 
 
    He began his own castings, casting ice wall on the left and grasping roots on the right, blockading those avenues. In a shower of rocks, Aiken burst through the kobolds to the party’s rear. Before the surprised kobolds could react, he loosened his roar, stunning them in place before making his escape, stone diving out. Gaesin, primed and ready, flung out ice wall and slippery ice while Adra picked off the stragglers missed by the casters’ area-of-effect spells. 
 
    The party’s manoeuvre worked, temporarily stalling pursuit. Grasping the window created, the party raced ahead, opening the gap between themselves and the burgeoning hunt.  
 
    With the threat to the rear momentarily stymied, the party plotted an erratic course through the city’s alleys to further hinder pursuit. The kobolds in the north of the city had not yet reacted to their presence. Watching his player’s map, Kyran saw the kobolds stalled at their rear diffuse and spread out, searching for alternate routes to their prey. With no shamans to co-ordinate, they were a disorganised mob but were unlikely to remain so for much longer. With luck, the party would find shelter before then. The party slipped from building to building, working their way deeper into the desolate city. With every metre they put between themselves and pursuit their odds of escape increased. 
 
    Kyran was just beginning to feel hopeful when disaster struck again. Another red beacon curved over the horizon, pinpointing the party’s location. What—? How? wondered Kyran. To add insult, the cry of a hunting horn sounded to the north, echoed by more to the south. The kobolds were converging on their position. 
 
    “Kyran?” asked Gaesin worriedly. 
 
    “I see it. Let me think.” How had the kobolds found them again? They hadn’t tripped another trap so how had they been found this time? Feverishly, he racked his brain for answers. Two possibilities occurred to him, both unpalatable. The first, that there was a concealed kobold following them, one beyond their means to detect. About which he could do very little.  
 
    The second, that the kobolds had scryed them out. This at least he could confirm. Hastily he opened up the game interface and unlocked detect scrying. 
 
    
     New ability learnt! 
 
     Ability: Detect Scrying 
 
     Skill: Scrying. 
 
     Description: This spell informs the caster when he is under magical surveillance. 
 
     Rank: Novice. 
 
     Cost: 80 Essence per hour. 
 
     Execution time: Instantaneous. 
 
     Duration: Infinite (activated ability). 
 
     Range: Self. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Kyran has cast detect scrying, revealing magical surveillance of rank of apprentice or lower.  
 
     Detected: your location is being scryed by a Feral Kobold High Shaman. 
 
   
 
    Damn, damn and damn again, thought Kyran. Somewhere a powerful shaman was tracking their presence. They had no hope of avoiding detection now. “We’re being tracked through scrying,” he said. “And there is nothing we can do to stop it,” he ground out in frustration. He paused. Or was there not? A vague memory tickled. What was it that the guardian had said about the enchanter’s armoury? That it was made of orichalcum. Maybe… they could lose the shaman’s scrying there.  
 
    Of course, the kobolds would still track them to the armoury but maybe they could exit it undetected. Somehow. A forlorn hope but the best he could come up with right now.  
 
    “I have an idea. Head for Craft Quarter.” 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Lesh was delicately setting the final cog in place on the second eyebot when the kobold camp was engulfed in commotion. He paused in his work. What had gotten the savages riled up this time? 
 
    He got up and spied through the slits of his tent. The uproar was not dying down. Kobolds were everywhere, running to and fro, arming themselves. They were mustering for battle and not just some of them, Lesh realised, but the whole camp. Feeling unaccountably apprehensive, he stepped outside.  
 
    What conceivable threat required the entire camp to face? He peered around nervously. Was he safe?  
 
    He stuck out a foot, tripping up a passing kobold. Before the fallen warrior could rise, Lesh stamped down, trapping the kobold in place. 
 
    “You there, tell me what is going on?” 
 
    Refusing to speak, the kobold struggled to escape but Lesh had him securely pinned down. For all his small size, Lesh was heavier than most realised and for once his corpulence stood him in good stead. 
 
    Lesh leaned forward and brought all his considerable weight to bear down on the kobold’s torso, causing him to gasp for breath as his lungs constricted. 
 
    Other kobolds ran past, ignoring the confrontation, bent on whatever task they were set. Lesh flicked his eyes scornfully over the trapped kobold. “Last chance, what is going on?” 
 
    Wisely the kobold realised the futility of further resistance. Staring up at the burning intensity of Lesh’s eyes, the kobold drew back fearfully from what he saw there. In that moment the kobold was sure the kend wanted him to resist, wanted the excuse to inflict more pain.  
 
    Trying not to provoke Lesh further, he babbled, “Intruders! Intruders have been spotted in the city. The chieftain is mustering the entire camp. They will not escape this time. We will get our revenge for our fallen—” 
 
    Lesh cut through the kobold’s babble. “Intruders? Is it the one I search for?” 
 
    “Yes, yes but he is not alone. He has a jade bear with him and—” 
 
    Lesh stopped listening. “A jade bear?” he ruminated thoughtfully. There were thousands of kobolds in the camp, all set to converge on the player. Even with a jade bear he could not survive these odds. But this time Lesh would take no chances. Xetil would not accept another failure. Absently he bent down and snapped the kobold’s neck, his purpose served.  
 
    He glanced to the finished eyebot on his workbench. He would observe and be ready to act if necessary. 
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    Panting heavily, Kyran looked back. Behind him, two shamans gesticulated insistently to a train of kobold warriors who trotted into a line and prepared to let fly their spears. “Incoming!” he shouted.  
 
    The first few spears, although wildly aimed and landing harmlessly around the party, forced Kyran in the rear to act. He cast ice wall, freezing the spearmen and shamans mid-motion and resumed running. 
 
    The last ten minutes had been one long chaotic swirl of skirmishes and dodged attacks. The red beacon had doggedly followed them, pinpointing their location for nearby kobolds and trapping the party in a tense game of cat-and-mouse.  
 
    They remained a step ahead only through the use of their disabling attacks but their straits were dire. They turned towards Craft Quarter when they could, but more often than not escaped down whichever direction remained open. The kobolds had not managed to close the noose yet but it was only a matter of time. We were so close, thought Kyran bitterly.  
 
    Around the next bend, another party of kobolds found them. It was a small disorganised group of ten warriors. Not bothering to slow, the party led by Aiken simply bowled the kobolds over and continued on their way. 
 
    The next group was larger and, led by a cunning shaman, nearly ambushed the party out of an alley on their right. Again, the party did not slow. Gaesin, reacting an instant before the shaman, cast ice wall across the alley, cutting the shaman’s warband off.  
 
    Down the next street, the party skidded to a halt, faced with sixty waiting kobold warriors and four shamans. Spotting the party, the shamans began casting. The routes to the left and right were blocked by the approach of larger warbands. The only way through was forward. “Adra, Gaesin, take cover. Aiken, go get them.” 
 
    Aiken stone dived forward to disrupt the shamans before they completed their spells while Kyran sprinted and cast confusion.  
 
    As one, the warriors released their spears in a single cataclysmic volley and drew their swords, yelping in excitement as they charged forward.  
 
    Kyran ignored the approaching volley and finished his spell. Adra dived through an open doorway on her right, drawing her bow as she went. Gaesin, a few steps back, hurried towards her.  
 
    Aiken burst from the ground in the centre of the shamans, sending them scattering. The kobolds had not yet adapted their tactics to combat his dive. He let loose his terrifying roar, causing the warriors’ charge to falter. Kyran’s confusion added to the chaos, with more than half the warriors falling victim to the spell. 
 
    
     Aiken has triggered stone tremor (chance to resist: 25%, total damage dealt: 143 damage to 10 kobolds), 6 kobolds knocked down. 
 
     Kyran has cast confusion (radius: 35m, chance to resist: 5%, duration: 6 minutes), 33 kobolds confused (18 dazed, 4 stunned, 4 enraged, 3 unconscious, 2 charmed, 2 terrified). 
 
     Aiken has used terrifying roar (radius: 85m, chance to resist: 10%, duration: 3 minutes), 4 kobold shamans dazed, 25 kobolds terrified. 
 
   
 
    Aiken mauled the senseless and dazed shamans. Many of the warriors, confused and without orders, turned back in an attempt to defend their leaders. The rest resumed their charge. 
 
    The spear storm arrived. Flung spears rattled against Kyran’s fire shield but failed to penetrate. Adra, within the cover of the door, avoided the projectiles and returned fire with her bow but Gaesin, his magic shield drained from earlier skirmishes, was not so lucky. A spear ripped through his leg as he dove for the cover of the door.  
 
    Gaesin has been hit by a feral kobold for 28 piercing damage and has sustained a minor wound (left leg crippled). Remaining health: 134/162 HP.  
 
    The half-elf crashed to the ground, screaming and writhing in agony. “Gaesin,” screamed Adra, the dread apparent in her voice. She abandoned her attack and rushed to his aid. 
 
    Kyran was torn but couldn’t afford to go to Gaesin’s aid just yet. He had to stop the charge of the remaining warriors. He shouted from the fore, “Adra, is he all right?” 
 
    “I don’t know! I don’t know, there is so much blood!” 
 
    “Calm, Adra. Gaesin needs you if we are going to get him out of this. All right?” 
 
    Adra nodded, overcoming her panic. 
 
    “Good. Staunch the bleeding as best you can. Aiken or I will attend to him soon.” 
 
    He turned his attention back to the approaching kobolds and bracing himself, cast grasping roots. 
 
    Kyran has cast grasping roots (radius: 43.4m, chance to resist: 5%, duration: 7 minutes), 19 kobolds entangled. 
 
    The charge faltered anew and with most of the warriors entangled, only six were left to threaten the party. Not willing to risk the warriors circling around him to Adra where she attended to Gaesin, he drew his sword and stepped forward to meet the kobolds. 
 
    In surprising good order, considering their losses so far, the kobolds advanced on Kyran. He dodged the first thrust and chopped down on the second. The third and fourth arriving on his flanks, struck his shield. He need not have feared the kobolds circling to reach the others. The warriors ignored them completely, focusing on Kyran as the bigger threat. Two more blows struck from the rear, collapsing his fire shield. 
 
    The four shamans meanwhile, were dead, mauled viciously by Aiken, who was now embroiled with their surviving guards. “I need you here, brother,” sent Kyran. Aiken disengaged from the warriors and stone dived back to Kyran. 
 
    Beset on all sides by six warriors, Kyran had his hands full parrying their barrage of blows. Despite his best efforts, strikes penetrated. More kobolds freed themselves from entanglement, joining the fray. His defence became ragged and he stumbled backwards in desperate retreat. 
 
    Not a moment too soon Aiken burst through the ground right on top of his position. Both Kyran and the kobolds around him were tossed into the air. Kyran landed back with a thud, his breath ripped from him. Aiken activated his healing wave and stepped protectively over Kyran, bellowing in murderous rage at the surrounding kobolds.  
 
    “Thank you, brother. A timely entrance.” The healing wave washed over Kyran, reaching the fallen Gaesin as well, soothing their injuries. 
 
    
     Aiken’s healing wave has healed Kyran and Gaesin for 17 HP. 
 
     … 
 
     Aiken’s healing wave has healed Kyran and Gaesin for 21 HP. 
 
   
 
    Rejuvenated, Kyran regained his feet and with Aiken by his side, rejoined the fray. His efforts though were redundant. The great bear had matters well in hand. The kobolds’ swords were little more than pin pricks against his jade skin, whereas each of the cub’s blows inflicted massive trauma on his lightly armoured opponents. Indeed, Kyran’s efforts hampered more than helped as Aiken divided his attention between hovering protectively over Kyran and raging into the kobolds. 
 
    Realising this, Kyran left Aiken to it, and retreated to Adra and Gaesin. Adra had pulled out the spear from Gaesin’s leg and thanks to Aiken’s healing wave, the wound was already closing. His leg however remained crippled. Which was the true problem. The trembling half-elf was in tears, understanding what this meant. 
 
     Adra looked up pleadingly. She begged, “Kyran, we cannot leave him!”  
 
    Kyran nodded. “I know, Adra. I promise you we will not,” he replied firmly, wracking his mind for a solution. Thus far, only speed had kept them ahead of the kobolds. With Gaesin crippled… 
 
    He set aside the problem and took stock of the battle. Aiken had done well on his own, few of the kobolds remained alive but the situation was devolving again. The kobold forces from the left and right were fast approaching and would soon be in range to threaten the party. They had to leave. Now. 
 
    With Adra's help, Gaesin had regained his feet and tottered about grimly. The youth looked about at the approaching kobolds and his face hardened in decision. “Kyran, go. I will buy you some time.” 
 
    But Kyran was not ready to give up on the young mage just yet. They were almost to the square, they just had to keep going for a little longer... 
 
    He looked from Aiken’s great bulk to the two. “Brother, can you carry them?” asked Kyran, projecting an image of Gaesin and Adra on Aiken’s back.  
 
    Aiken, although doubtful, understood the party's peril and acceded at once. 
 
    “Thank you, brother.” 
 
    Aiken shuffled back and kneeled down before the confused pair. Kyran faced the approaching kobolds and cast ice wall and slippery ice. He turned back to find Gaesin and Adra still staring in incomprehension. “Climb up, Aiken will carry you.”  
 
    “Quickly!” he urged as the pair hesitated. With some difficulty the two managed to climb on, Gaesin in front and Adra in the rear for support. 
 
    “Hold on!” shouted Kyran as Aiken shuffled forward, building his momentum slowly into a run. 
 
    Kyran watched them for a moment to make sure the two managed to stay on. Gaesin’s hands clutched the bear’s coat in a white-knuckled grip while Adra had her hands wrapped around the half-elf, holding both firmly in place. “All fine, brother?” 
 
    Aiken, despite his discomfort at the unusual weight on his back, huffed agreeably. 
 
    With one last look to the advancing kobolds who were fighting free of the ice, he gathered in his will and teleported himself ahead of Aiken. Materializing some fifty metres ahead of the bear at a three-way crossing, he saw that the road to the Craft Quarter was free of threat. 
 
    He maintained watch until Aiken lumbered past. By the blissful look on her face, Adra was enjoying the ride while poor Gaesin looked terrified. Even in the midst of their woes, Kyran couldn’t help but smile at this.  
 
    With the party safely past he teleported ahead again to the next crossing. They continued in this manner, Kyran leapfrogging the galloping trio, and disabling or slowing any opposition. They did not encounter any further significant threats, only small squads which Kyran had little trouble dealing with on his own.  
 
    And then finally, they reached the square. However, when they did so, they found that the kobolds had another surprise in store for them.  
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    The party shuffled into Craft Quarter and stared in shock at the sight that greeted them. 
 
    The square was lined with dressed ranks of disciplined kobold troops. The kobolds had anticipated their destination and had positioned their best troops in ambush.  
 
    The kobold troops stepped forward at a deliberate pace in lockstep with another. Elite heavy infantry. Two thousand of them. Better equipped than other kobolds that they had encountered, each was enclosed in plated armour and armed with sword and shield. And at their rear was a line of shamans, protected in shimmering magical shields. And in the midst of them, unmistakable for anything other, was the kobold commander, a large specimen of impressive stature. Dressed in robes more ornate than the other shamans, his gaze was firmly fixed on the party. At his back was what Kyran assumed was his personal guard. He probed the figure, revealing him to be the kobold High Shaman.  
 
    
     Creature: Kobold High Shaman (Chieftain) 
 
     Class: Dark Shaman 
 
     Race: Kobold  
 
     Rarity: Uncommon 
 
     Level: 29 
 
     Health: 290 / 290 
 
     Attack: 35-50 (water) 
 
     Defences (Physical/ Psi/ Spell): 27 / 29 / 40 
 
       
 
     Special Effects: 
 
     Resistance to Fire (-50% fire damage). 
 
       
 
     Description: 
 
     High shamans are the chieftains within the feral tribes, ruling through strength and fear. 
 
   
 
    So. Here was his nemesis. The leader of the kobolds that had hounded the party at every turn.  
 
    Scanning the overwhelming forces arrayed against them, he saw that the kobold commander had laid his ambush with care. The kobold swarms that Kyran had taken for the real pursuit were decoys, herding the party into this waiting force. At the very square that was the party’s destination. It was ironic really. And on another day Kyran might have laughed. Today though, he just didn’t have it in him. 
 
    But hope was not lost, not yet. Because as terrible as the forces arrayed against them were, they were assembled against the far end of the square, occupying its northern half entirely.  
 
    And the enchanter’s armoury with its sealed doors that not even the divine forces could get into six hundred years ago was less than twenty metres to the party’s right. The hope it offered may have been slim but it was the only one he had right now and he clung desperately to it. 
 
    “Kyran, what do we do?” shouted Adra, interrupting his contemplation. “Go!” commanded Kyran, pointing out the enchanter’s guild. The building was a majestic structure raised above the square by the sweeping steps leading up to it. It looked surprisingly intact, fuelling Kyran’s hope of finding safe haven.  
 
    As Aiken galloped towards its opened doors, the kobold warriors doubled their pace but the shamans stayed still, not reacting. Kyran backstepped towards the party. At his retreat, the shamans began casting.  
 
    At him alone. A magical storm of ice, earth and fire rose from the enemy backline as the shamans channelled their spells. Kyran swallowed nervously as the incoming avalanche arced towards him, too many to block. 
 
    
     12 kobold shamans have cast fireball. 
 
     18 kobold shamans have cast ice bolt. 
 
     33 kobold shamans have cast magic missile. 
 
     15 kobold shamans have cast fire dart. 
 
   
 
    He cast a hasty glance backwards. The party was almost to the building. It was time to leave. He pulled in his will, weaving it skilfully to teleport himself to the party but was confounded. 
 
    A kobold high shaman has cast freeze. As a rank 3 (journeyman) spell it has penetrated your rank 1 (novice) fire shield. You have been frozen (duration: 20 seconds). 
 
    Whether by happenstance or design, the High Shaman's freeze spell found him first. A layer of ice rippled up around him, immobilising him and interrupting his casting. Aargh. He glanced up. The magical storm was almost upon him. It was too late to attempt a recast. He gritted his teeth and set himself. Just one volley. That was all he needed to survive. 
 
    The storm descended, much of it mistargeted and falling harmlessly around him but dense enough that more than a few found him. 
 
    25 kobold shamans have hit Kyran for 24 damage (434 blocked by fire shield). Remaining shield: 0/434 HP. Your Fire Shield has been destroyed. Remaining health: 242/266 HP (mind over matter buff active).  
 
    Struck by a splattering of magic missiles, ice bolts, fire darts and even a few fireballs, his fire shield crumpled under the assault. He gathered his will, only for it to dissipate with each new magical blow. 
 
    Spellcasting interrupted by damage taken. You have failed to teleport. 
 
    With his health plummeting and his concentration in tatters, he fell to the ground, huddling small and shielding himself as best he could, while the storm spent its fury on him. 
 
    
     A kobold shaman’s magic missile has hit Kyran for 10 damage. Remaining 232/266 HP.  
 
     A kobold shaman’s ice bolt has hit Kyran for 21 damage. Remaining 211/266 HP. 
 
     … 
 
     A kobold shaman’s fireball has hit Kyran for 28 damage. Remaining 41/266 HP. 
 
   
 
    The volley ended and his health hovered in the red. But he had survived, and even though his teeth chattered with mind-numbing cold, and his limbs were afire with pain, he shaped his will into a teleport spell.  
 
    “Brother, show me your surroundings,” he urged Aiken. The bear sent him an image of a dusty broken hall littered with broken pottery and other debris. In relief, Kyran released his will, teleporting away just moments before the arrival of the next volley. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    
     Battle Log (07 Octu 2603 AB) 
 
     16 Skirmishes fought. 
 
       
 
     Combat Results 
 
     Hostiles encountered: 342. 
 
     Hostiles killed: 43 feral kobold fighters, 4 kobold shamans. 
 
     Party XP gained: 842,230 XP. 
 
       
 
     Level Gains 
 
     Kyran: none. 
 
     Adra: 1 level (3 SP, 1 AP). New combat level: Level 19. 
 
     Gaesin: 1 level (3 SP, 1 AP). New combat level: Level 18. 
 
     Aiken: none. 
 
       
 
     Status Effects 
 
     Gaesin Illineiros: Left leg crippled. 
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    Enchanting is the art of infusing objects with essence, either with active spell designs or passive modifiers. Active enchantments can be one-shot, or rechargeable items. Single-use items have minimal skill pre-requisites but must be charged on use. Such items are generally considered wasteful as the significant investment of material, time and essence by the enchanter is lost after a single use. 
 
    Rechargeable items, as the name implies, can be reused but only after its essence charge is replenished by the user. The essence cost to do so is typically twice that of casting the spell without the aid of an enchanted item. 
 
    In all cases, the strength of the enchantment is determined by the enchanter. – from Mechanics of the Game by legendary scholar Jostfyler Graldvir. 
 
      
 
    Kyran shuddered into being before the startled party and collapsed to the ground. Gaesin, resting with his back against a wall and Adra, standing with her bow drawn, turned in shock at his sudden appearance. Aiken shuffled over, his concern flooding through their bond as he carefully sniffed Kyran over. “I’m all right, brother, just a bit battered.” Reassured, the cub activated healing wave and a second later Gaesin did the same.  
 
    From outside came the tramp of the kobolds’ marching feet as they converged with deliberate haste on the building. It echoed ominously loud in the silence as Aiken and Gaesin healed Kyran. 
 
    “Thank you,” Kyran said breathlessly, clinging to the bear for support as he pulled himself up. 
 
    Adra wrinkled her brow and asked, “Kyran, why have we come here?” 
 
    He held up his hand, requesting her patience. “Guardian, can you hear me?” he queried in the ether.  
 
    “Yes, master, I can.” 
 
    “We are in the enchanter’s guild. Where is the armoury?” 
 
    “It is in the east basement workshop—down the ramp ten metres to your right. Its entrance is concealed by a stone wall. The lever to retract the wall is hidden behind the bookcase in the workshop’s antechamber.” The guardian’s words were accompanied by images that revealed the details of the secret door and the lever’s location. 
 
    What, thought Kyran, no magical cloak to hide the vault? Just a simple mechanical contraption? “Thank you, guardian. Any means of reactivating the lever from inside?” 
 
    A pause. “No, master. The vault was not designed to be concealed while open.” 
 
    Damn. He had hoped that once in the vault he could reactivate whatever shielding had concealed its existence. But it was not to be. At least it should be a fortified position from which they could hold off the kobolds. For a time at least. And if they were very lucky, maybe the kobolds would not even be able to break through. 
 
    He snorted. As if. Not if the way their luck had been going lately was any indication. But there was no helping that now. He turned to the party. “Quick, down the ramp to the basement. Adra, help me with Gaesin.” 
 
    “Kyran, what—" 
 
    “No time to explain. The kobolds are nearly here. Let’s go.” 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    The party rushed through the basement, sneezing from the dust raised by their passage and barely noticing the broken debris and ruined rooms. At the workshop, Kyran left the party staring in confusion at a stone wall. While he hunted for the lever, he heard the kobold infantry march up the steps to the building’s entrance. He unearthed and flipped the lever with little trouble. Racing to the workshop, he found the party warily eyeing the stone wall rolling away before them. Behind the wall was the coppery doors of the concealed vault. Aware that time was fast running out, he quickly inspected the doors. 
 
    
     Orichalcum doors of the Enchanter’s Guild Armoury (locked). 
 
     Sealed within these doors is the master armoury of the renowned Durn Duruhl’s Enchanter’s Guild. 
 
   
 
    The imposing doors were covered with dwarven scrollwork and untouched by decay. There was no locking mechanism or obvious means to open them. “Guardian, how do I open the armoury?” 
 
    A sequence of arcane symbols flowed into his mind. “I have transferred the master access code to you. The armoury is keyed to you now. Lay your hands upon the doors and will them open.” 
 
    Up above, the kobold infantry clattered into the building. He hastened to the doors and commanded them open. 
 
    
     Congratulations! You have unsealed the long-lost master armoury of the enchanter’s guild and uncovered another quest! 
 
     Quest 9: Restore the Enchanters. 
 
     Objective: Long celebrated as amongst Myelad’s foremost crafters of magical goods, the Duruhl enchanter’s guild has been in steady decline since the fall of Crotana six hundred years ago. Now all that remains of the venerable guild are a few scattered practitioners. Restore the guild to its former glory.  
 
     Rank: Epic. 
 
     Reward: Custom-crafted item of choice from the guild. 
 
   
 
    Another quest? But there was no time to consider it now. They had to get inside and seal the doors behind them. He shifted impatiently as the vault doors slid open. As soon as the gap widened sufficiently, he waved through Adra and Gaesin, following quickly after with Aiken. In passing, he noticed that the doors were heavily reinforced with more than a metre of solid metal. Hurried by the approaching kobolds, he left off further inspection and spun around, commanding the doors shut again. The doors lurched to a halt, reversed direction and slammed shut. 
 
    He breathed out a sigh of relief. They were safe. For now. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Silence descended, no outside sound intruding. Kyran let out a tense breath. The armoury was well fortified. He very much doubted the kobolds were going to force their way in, but he needed to know what was going on. He put his ear to the door, listening. Nothing. With his eyes closed, he attempted to scry out but the spell fizzled and failed. 
 
    Your basic scrying has been blocked by orichalcum. You failed to scry the area. 
 
    The vault was constructed from orichalcum and was impervious to magic, preventing him from seeing out but also the shamans from looking in. He turned to inspect the armoury.  
 
    At first glance it did not appear to be much. While impressively huge, with its far end extending beyond the limit of his vision, it seemed only to be filled with giant statues. Countless rows of them.  
 
    Adra and Gaesin had stopped just inside the doors, waiting. He answered their unspoken question. “We are in the master armoury of the city’s enchanter’s guild.” He shrugged helplessly. “It was the only place I could think of. We should be safe here, for a little while at least.” 
 
    Adra nodded. “You did well, Kyran.” Ashamed, she lowered her head. “Much better than I. I’m sorry for earlier. I should not have panicked—” 
 
    Kyran held up his hand, stopping her. He looked her squarely in the eye and said, “I understand, Adra. But what’s important is that you recovered and saw your way through it. Remember that.” Under his stern gaze, Adra’s slumped shoulders straightened. 
 
    Gaesin, meanwhile, stared off in space, seemingly unaware of their conversation. “The dwarven enchanter’s guild?” he whispered disbelievingly. He took an excited step forward, momentarily forgetting his injured leg, and then stopped, hobbling in pain. 
 
    Looking askance at the excited half-elf, Kyran asked, “You’ve heard of them?” 
 
    Gaesin’s mouth worked soundlessly before he got out, “Heard of them? Of course!” Recalling where they were, he lowered his voice. “Every mage worthy of the name has.” 
 
    Kyran glanced at Adra. She shook her head, just as ignorant of the dwarven enchanters. Gaesin eagerly explained. “Dwarves are renowned the world over for the quality of their weapons and arms. But not all dwarves express their affinity for metal through blacksmithing. A minority choose another way. For millennia, dwarven enchanters have successfully mixed magic with their talent for metalworking, becoming the foremost makers of golems in the domains.” 
 
    “Golems?” asked Kyran, his brows flying up and peering at the ‘statues’ with more interest. 
 
    “Golems,” said Gaesin emphatically. Gesturing at the rows of statues, he said, “These are metal golems, the most feared and powerful of constructs.” 
 
    Infected by some of Gaesin’s excitement, Kyran walked over to the nearest construct, inspecting it carefully. 
 
    
     Creature: Obsidian Golem (deactivated). 
 
     Type: Construct. 
 
     Rarity: Uncommon. 
 
     Level: 60 
 
     Health: 1000 / 1000 
 
     Attack: 70-90 
 
     Defences (Physical/ Psi/ Spell): 90 / immune / 80 
 
       
 
     Special Effects: 
 
     Construct: All experience (XP) gains are modified by -50%. 
 
     Darksteel creature: +25% resistance to physical damage. 
 
       
 
     Description: 
 
     Constructs are not living beings but inanimate objects magically driven by a power core, a source of stored essence. All their actions draw from the power core and once depleted, the construct is deactivated. This construct was fashioned by the adept enchanter, Knorl Steinbear of the Duruhl Enchanters. 
 
   
 
    The golem was a three-metre-tall humanoid moulded from ink-black darksteel and devoid of facial features. Its body was absent any distinguishing marks other than a curious circular hole carved in its chest. Disappointingly, the golem was deactivated. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you know how to activate them?” Kyran asked Gaesin. 
 
    The youth deflated and shook his head sadly. “Sorry, I don’t. Enchanting was not an art I paid much attention to.” 
 
    “Guardian?” Kyran called into the ether. Silence. Aargh. The vault also blocked his communication with the settlement’s guardian. They would have to figure it out on their own. He walked down the row of golems, the rest of the party trailing him. All the golems in the first few rows were identical. The golems thereafter were mithril, followed by rows of adamantine ones. 
 
    Adra and Gaesin shook their heads in awe at the golems. “Made from solid adamantine and mithril, imagine the cost…” said Gaesin, tottering forward to inspect one of them carefully. 
 
    Recalled to Gaesin’s injury, Kyran asked, “Gaesin, are you all right? How is the leg?” 
 
    “It’s crippled, but a minor wound only. I will live, thanks to Aiken.” He turned to the jade bear and ruffled his fur affectionately. “Thank you, Aiken.” The cub huffed, butting his head gently into the injured half-elf and demanding more.  
 
    Smiling at the pair, Kyran turned back to his study of the armoury. Even after passing the adamantine golems the vault stretched onwards. He shook his head. “I’m not sure how much time we have. This vault is huge. Let’s split up. Look for anything that might help us against the kobolds or a means to activate the golems. Gaesin, do you need to rest?” 
 
    The youth shook his head. 
 
    “Let’s be about it then.” 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    The kobold chieftain and his retinue cut through the ranks of infantry surrounding the building. He was curious to see the doors behind which the invaders had disappeared, the doors he couldn’t scry beyond. 
 
    Shepherded by the soldiers he made his way down the basement and studied the doors. Orichalcum. As he had thought. 
 
    Before it was a gaggle of shamans, throwing spells against its surface, all of which splashed harmlessly off. Fools. His people were not the brightest. Not even the shamans. He himself was an aberration, a true kobold—not feral—and would have been slain at birth, if not for the fierce protectiveness of his sire. 
 
    His innovations—discipline, real armour and metal-forged blades—had allowed him to unite the feral tribes and claim back the greater part of the labyrinth. Soon they would be ready to challenge the undead for control of the east labyrinth as well.  
 
    But these invaders threatened all that. They upset the delicate balance of power in the tribes and caused the lesser kobolds to question his rule and struggle against the discipline he enforced.  
 
    He had to crush these pests or everything would be ruined. And then there was Xetil’s champion and his promised ‘gifts’ for slaying the elf. Those gifts were important, with them he could accelerate his plans. Make up for the lost time the invaders had cost him. No effort, he decided, would be spared to destroy them. 
 
    He turned to the grovelling shamans, ordering a watch to be placed on the vault doors and for all his remaining forces to be summoned. The tribes would remain camped here for however long it took. At some point the invaders would have to come back out. And then he would have them. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Kyran and Aiken padded down the central aisle of the armoury, rows of golems five deep on either side of them. The vault’s entirety was filled with golems. It was only at the far end of the vault, where Adra and Gaesin were inquisitively poking around that the party found more conventional ‘treasure’. That side of the vault was lined with racks that brimmed with suits of enchanted armour and weapons: plate, chainmail, swords, knives, spears, hatchets, hammers, axes—they were all present in a variety of metals and sizes suitable for every type of humanoid. Everything was immaculately preserved, untouched by decay. Curiously though, there were no enchanted items. He inspected the armour and weapons carefully but sadly none were suitable for the party’s low levels. Only a few came close. 
 
    
     Found: Heir’s Mithril Scale Armour (full set). 
 
     Type: Light armour. 
 
     Weight: 6 kg. 
 
     Rank: Rare. 
 
     Special properties: Mithril: Armour class reduced from medium to light armour. Heir’s set: +8% commander skill. 
 
     Requirements: Level 20.  
 
     Armour: 32. 
 
     Condition: Excellent. 
 
     Description: Forged of legendary mithril, this silver scale armour set is lightweight enough to be classified as light armour, and does not in any way encumber the bearer’s movement. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Found: Elven Mageblade. 
 
     Type: Enchanted Weapon (Elven longsword). 
 
     Weight: 0.7 kg. 
 
     Rank: Rare. 
 
     Special properties: Elven: attacks are modified by dexterity, not strength. Mageblade: Allows touch-based spells to be channelled through it. Apprentice swordsman: +8% Longsword skill. 
 
     Requirements: Level 20. Elven race. 
 
     Damage: 35-40 slashing damage + magical damage from channelled spells. 
 
     Condition: Excellent. 
 
     Description: A light, willowy blade, the mageblade has been especially crafted for elven spellcasters. Forged of blood iron, a magically conductive metal, this sword’s melee damage is enhanced by magical damage when its wielder activates touch-based spells such as flaming hands. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Found: Apprentice Water Mage’s Wand. 
 
     Type: Enchanted Weapon (Wands). 
 
     Weight: 0.3 kg. 
 
     Rank: Rare. 
 
     Special properties: +8% water magic skill. 
 
     Requirements: Level 20. 
 
     Condition: Excellent. 
 
     Description: The apprentice water mage wand boosts the power of water spells cast by its wielder. Additionally, it reduces the essence cost of water magic spells by 0.9% x wands & staffs skill level.  
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Found: Apprentice Healer’s Wand. 
 
     Type: Enchanted Weapon (Wands). 
 
     Weight: 0.3 kg. 
 
     Rank: Rare. 
 
     Special properties: Can cast the healing glyph spell.  
 
     Requirements: Supportive magic (apprentice). 
 
     Enchantment strength: 40. 
 
     Charges: 1/1 (320 essence required per charge). 
 
     Condition: Excellent. 
 
     Description: The healer’s wand is attuned to supportive magic and infused within it is the spell design for the journeyman healing glyph spell. It reduces the essence cost of supportive magic spells by 0.9% x wands & staffs skill level.  
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Found: Rogue’s Adamantine knives x 2. 
 
     Type: Weapon (one-handed, short). 
 
     Weight: 0.3 kg. 
 
     Rank: Rare.  
 
     Special properties: +8% one-handed (short) skill. 
 
     Requirements: Level 20. 
 
     Damage: 25-35 slashing damage. 
 
     Condition: Excellent. 
 
     Description: A short bladed weapon made from adamantine, this knife is sharper than those crafted from lesser metals and inflicts more damage than normal. 
 
   
 
    Beyond the racks of arms were open crates of essence crystals and stacked shelves of chests. Leaving off his study of the arms, he moved over to inspect the chests.  
 
    
     Found: Adamantine Large Chest (locked). 
 
     Type: Enchanted Item. 
 
     Weight: 15 kg. 
 
     Rank: Masterful.  
 
     Special properties: Spell sealed (requires a magical key to open). 
 
     Condition: Indestructible. 
 
     Description: A large chest crafted from adamantine. Indestructible and magically locked, it may only be opened with the correct key. 
 
   
 
    Most of the chests were locked but three remained open. Curious, he inspected them. The first was a small chest filled with a fortune in gold coins, of great value but not of immediate use. The second contained books. He perused some of the titles. 
 
    
     Found: Enchanter’s Guide to Crafting. 
 
     Found: Golem Casting. 
 
     Found: History of the Durn Duruhl’s Enchanter’s Guild. 
 
   
 
      
 
    You have discovered secret knowledge of the Duruhl guild, and taken the first step in the quest: Restore the Enchanters. 
 
    The quest update and books, while intriguing, did not hold his consideration for long. Absently, he set aside the books, his attention caught by the third chest. Filling it were neat stacks of cylindrical objects. He withdrew one, struggling to contain his excitement. 
 
    The cylinders were made of darksteel and sized to fit the hole carved into the golems’ chests. Drawn on one face of the cylinder was the symbol of Durn Duruhl, which he recognised from the settlement guardian’s armour. Inspection revealed the cylinder to be a fully charged power core. 
 
    
     Found: Obsidian Golem Power Core. 
 
     Type: Enchanted Item. 
 
     Weight: 0.1 kg. 
 
     Rank: Uncommon. 
 
     Special properties: Can store essence indefinitely.  
 
     Charges: 100%. 
 
     Description: The power core of an obsidian golem.  
 
   
 
    “Adra, Gaesin, over here quickly!” 
 
    The two hurried over, Gaesin at a fast limp. Kyran held out the power core for their inspection. Both companions’ eyes gleamed as they digested the game information. 
 
    “Will it work?” asked Adra, full of hope. 
 
    “Only one way to find out,” said Kyran. 
 
    The companions rushed over to the nearest darksteel golem. “Everyone stand back and be ready. I am not sure what will happen when—if—we activate it. It might turn hostile. Be prepared.” 
 
    The companions nodded and Aiken hovered protectively next to Kyran. He patted the bear comfortingly. Reaching up, he slid the cylinder into the golem and stepped back expectantly. For all of two seconds nothing happened. Then the golem’s eyes began to glow.  
 
    An obsidian golem has been reactivated.  
 
    The golem’s eyes pulsed and then shone a brilliant blue, activating fully. Its head swung from side to side before coming to rest on Kyran. A mechanical voice rumbled in Kyran’s mind, “Golem D42 activated. Presence of the master key detected. Master, what are your orders?” 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    There were one hundred and fifty darksteel power cores in the chest, enough to power half of the darksteel golems in the armoury. They used all of them. 
 
    When done the party stood back, admiring their ‘little’ army. The black golems with their radiant blue eyes were a fearsome sight. “Will they be enough?” whispered Adra. 
 
    “We will make certain of it. We don’t need to win, just break through to reach the gates.” He looked from the party to the vault doors. There were no sign of the kobolds getting through yet. “But first, we need rest and to let Gaesin’s leg heal. We’ll sally forth on the morrow.” 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    That night the companions slept restlessly—except for Gaesin, as the healing salve placed him in a deep slumber. The next morning, Kyran decided not to delay further. He fully expected the kobolds to be waiting. And he had no desire to give their wily commander more time than necessary to prepare. 
 
    Of the treasure in the vault, the party each picked the items that they felt would be most suitable for them when they reached the rank of apprentice. Gaesin chose the ice and healing wands, Adra the adamantine knives, and Kyran the heir’s set of mithril armour and the blood iron sword. These, along with the gold coins, books, and all the essence crystals he could carry, he packed away in his inventory.  
 
    
     Inventory (New items) 
 
     Storage Capacity: 177/200 kg. 
 
     Money: 208 gold, 35 silver, 50 coppers. 
 
       
 
     General Items: 
 
     Enchanter’s Guide to Crafting (0.3 kg). 
 
     Golem Casting (0.4 kg). 
 
     History of the Durn Duruhl’s Enchanter’s Guild (0.3 kg). 
 
       
 
     Weapons: 
 
     Elven Mageblade (0.7 kg). 
 
     Apprentice Water Mage’s Wand (0.3 kg). 
 
     Apprentice Healer’s Wand (0.3 kg). 
 
     Rogue’s Adamantine knives x 2 (0.6 kg). 
 
       
 
     Crafting Items: 
 
     Essence crystals x 1000 (100 kg). 
 
       
 
     Armour: 
 
     Heir’s Mithril Scale Armour (full set) (6 kg). 
 
   
 
    He would have liked to carry away more of the enchanted weapons and arms, but the essence crystals were more important and the party could not unnecessarily weigh themselves down while they fled. It could mean their lives.  
 
    All set, Kyran added the golems to the battle group. Last night, he had experimented with commanding the golems. The golems had a range of pre-programmed orders to which they responded. These consisted of simple commands such as ‘attack’ and ‘retreat’. Beyond these, the golems had no self-will and attempting to order the golems individually in battle would spell disaster. He formed them into squads of ten, arranged into three platoons of fifty golems each, naming the entire company the Obsidian Legion. 
 
    
     Commander Interface (Kyran’s Battlegroup) 
 
     General: 
 
     Max size: 155. 
 
     Current size: 154. 
 
     Max range: 1.5 km. 
 
       
 
     Members: 
 
     Commander: Kyran 
 
     Player 1 (Emerald thread): Adra, vassal. 
 
     Player 2 (Cobalt thread): Gaesin, vassal. 
 
     Player 3 (Jade thread): Aiken, player-companion. 
 
       
 
     Company: Obsidian Legion. 
 
     Platoon 1: 5 squads of 10 Obsidian Golems, minions. 
 
     Platoon 2: 5 squads of 10 Obsidian Golems, minions. 
 
     Platoon 3: 5 squads of 10 Obsidian Golems, minions. 
 
       
 
     Active Effects: 
 
     None. 
 
   
 
    With the battlegroup formed, the party was ready. His vision sparkled with the group’s threads, one each for Adra, Gaesin, Aiken and fifteen for the golem squads. He wondered if he was not being overly ambitious by trying to micromanage the golems with squads instead of platoons. But at the thought, the fifteen threads merged into three. Ah. He could switch control between the macro and micro groups. Useful. For now, he left the threads on the platoon setting. 
 
    He stood up and faced the party. “Adra, Gaesin, whatever happens today, know that I am happy to have met you and damn proud of calling you my friends.” He ruffled Aiken’s fur. No words were needed between them. 
 
    For an interminable moment, Adra gazed silently at Kyran. He shifted uncomfortably. Had he said something wrong? Then with a heavy sigh, she went down on one knee and said formally, “It has been an honour to serve you, milord. I will follow wherever you lead.” 
 
    Adra has forsworn loyalty to Auriel and is no longer her follower. Hidden trait, daughter of the forest, removed. 
 
    The game message flashed simultaneously in both their minds. He glanced at Adra in surprise. She lowered her head and confessed, “My tribe has followed Auriel for centuries. At birth, I was consecrated to her and I have been her follower ever since, if only a minor and not particularly devout one. When I was made into a player, the game granted me the hidden trait. 
 
    “I wanted to tell you, but…” She bit her lip, then looked up at him fiercely. “I was uncertain where my true loyalty lay.” 
 
    Kyran closed his eyes, a multitude of emotions coursing through him. Anger, mistrust, betrayal and uncertainty. Had he been wrong to trust his vassals? But could he expect a lifetime of devotion to disappear in an instant? He opened his eyes and asked neutrally, “And now?” 
 
    “Now milord, I am certain. I am your faithful servant.” 
 
    Kyran stared hard at Adra’s bowed head, weighing her words. A moment later, he echoed her sigh and said simply, “Thank you Adra. I am honoured by your choice.”  
 
    With eyes made moist by emotion, Adra stepped back. 
 
    Gaesin had followed this exchange with wide-eyed wonder. As Adra moved away, he knelt before Kyran but kept shooting glances at the wolven. He had clearly been unaware of her conflicted loyalties. 
 
    When the youth didn’t immediately say anything, Kyran deadpan, asked, “What’s this? Do you have something to confess as well, Gaesin?” 
 
    Jerking his head around to look at Kyran, Gaesin flushed red, “What? No! I meant only to thank you and reaffirm my pledge,” he said hastily. He composed himself and added sincerely, “You have shown me the path of honour, Kyran and I too, will gladly follow your lead.” 
 
    Moved but made uncomfortable by their declarations, Kyran attempted to lighten the mood. “Get up please. None of that now. How many times have I said, ‘No more bowing and scraping’? You two just don’t listen, do you? 
 
    The two laughed, now used to his discomfort with deference. 
 
    “But,” he added more seriously, “thank you, both of you. I am honoured by your trust.” He bowed in return. “Now let’s go get this done.” 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
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    Scribing is so similar to enchanting that it is often mistaken for it. An important, yet subtle difference between the two is that inscribed objects utilise the user’s skill, not the maker’s (as is the case with enchantments). This means that the strength of an inscribed ability is determined by the caster’s skill, effectively scaling as the player levels. However, the value of this is lessened by the doubled casting time required for inscribed spells. 
 
    Another manner in which they differ, is that whereas enchanting infuses objects with essence, scribing does not. Instead it is powered by the user’s essence pool. – from Mechanics of the Game by legendary scholar Jostfyler Graldvir. 
 
      
 
    Ten rows of golems were lined up in front of the vault doors. Behind them was Gaesin and Adra with the last platoon, whose purpose was to protect the companions. Kyran and Aiken stood in front with the first row of golems. “Ready?” he asked. Receiving the party’s affirmation, he breathed in deeply, preparing himself for what was to come. 
 
    The doors slid silently back, revealing a group of kobold warriors in the midst of constructing fortifications, driving sharpened stakes into the ground. At the doors opening, they flung down the tools and grabbed their weapons. 
 
    Beyond the warriors was the chieftain, surrounded by a circle of shamans and his personal guard. The high shaman grinned triumphantly when he caught sight of Kyran. He turned to issue orders but stopped short when he caught sight of the golems. His mouth dropped open and his eyes widened.  
 
    His gaze drifted to Kyran who smiled back complacently and began casting ice wall across the workshop’s exit. Without hesitation, the chieftain turned and fled. 
 
    Kyran has cast ice wall (length: 40.8m, Wall HP: 408), 2 shamans frozen.  
 
    The ice wall rammed into place, trapping in many of the shamans, who milled about in confusion. The chieftain, with the quicker of his followers, scuttled out before the ice sealed off the workshop. Realising their predicament, the remaining shamans began furiously casting. To little avail, as Aiken burst out of a stone dive in their midst. 
 
    The golems advanced, each squad eerily in sync, as they brushed past the wooden stakes, leaving them shattered. Reaching the defensive line scraped together by the warriors, the golems ignored the weapons that clanged uselessly against their metal hides, and with their bare fists crashed down onto the outmatched kobolds, who despite their plate armour and shields, were ground mercilessly into death. 
 
    Sickened at the sight, Kyran turned back to the shamans, harrying them with mind shocks and fire darts while Aiken rampaged amongst them. In stunningly little time, the first skirmish of the battle was over and the kobolds’ force annihilated. Kyran sealed the vault doors and with the golems at his back, pursued the chieftain out. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    The golems burst through the ice wall, marching in lockstep up the ramp and out the building. Kyran took in the scene before them. The army in the square had tripled. All five thousand kobold warriors were gathered in it but even so it was little more than half-filled. Curiously, the kobolds had not redeployed around the enchanter’s guild; they remained assembled on the square’s far end. A tactical error on their chieftain’s part, one that he would exploit. 
 
    The high shaman, trailed by his surviving retinue, fled towards the waiting lines of kobold warriors that looked with bemusement at their bolting chieftain.  
 
    It was an opportunity Kyran dared not waste. The numbers arrayed against them were overwhelming but the party had the initiative, which he could drive home by killing the chieftain, throwing the enemy forces further into disarray. “Aiken,” he shouted, pointing out the escaping chieftain, “go bring me his head, brother!” The jade bear roared his savage agreement and dived off.  
 
    “Adra, Gaesin, get those shamans accompanying the chief. Kill as many as you can before they rejoin their forces.” Nodding sharply, the two moved to obey. Gaesin dropped an ice wall and slippery ice on the trailing shamans while Adra picked them off, carefully lining up each shot and invariably landing vital strikes on the unshielded shamans.  
 
    While the party harried the enemy, Kyran assembled two of the golem platoons into a line formation and the last one, his reserve force, into a square in the rear. The Obsidian Legion poured out of the guild and, unimpeded by the enemy, began to fall swiftly into position outside the guildhall. 
 
    Aiken has triggered stone tremor (chance to resist: 51%, total damage dealt: 73 damage to 10 elite kobold guards), 4 kobolds knocked down. 
 
    Aiken burst through the fleeing kobolds just as they reached the army. The chieftain was tossed into the air and struck near-senseless. Aiken roared triumphantly, charging the dazed high shaman. But the heavily armoured guard were not so easily defeated. Faring much better against Aiken’s dive than previous kobolds, they quickly regained their feet. Shrugging off Aiken’s roar, they stepped into the path of his charge. Aiken’s great bulk crashed into them, bowling many over, but was held back for vital seconds.  
 
    The front of the army surged, breaking their ordered ranks and converging on Aiken. The chieftain, protected from the furious bear by a mass of his warriors, shook off his daze and cast ice shield before slipping deeper through the army’s ranks. Aiken prepared to dive in pursuit but Kyran stopped him. “Patience, brother. There are too many, dive away.” With an unhappy growl, Aiken dove back into the earth, lying in wait. 
 
    Meanwhile, Adra and Gaesin had mopped up the fleeing shamans and turned to harrying those in the army’s rear but the spellcasters had their defences in place and the pair’s attacks enjoyed little success. The two golem platoons completed their deployment, forming a line that stretched from one end of the square to the other. Kyran sent them marching across the square to close with the kobolds. The chieftain reached the army's back lines and began restoring order to his disorganised forces, gesticulating angrily at the shamans gathered there. 
 
    Kyran weighed up the options. The kobolds were on the back foot, scrambling to face the advancing Obsidian Legion. The chieftain had erred in gathering the shamans in the workshop. When the party had stormed through, the kobolds had lost more than half their leaders in the opening skirmish. Their lack was evident in the chaos within the kobolds’ ranks. 
 
    The path to the South Gate was open. 
 
    The party could flee now but if they did the kobolds were sure to follow. Their chieftain had proven too tenacious for aught else. No, best to press the advantage now and crush the kobolds’ spirit while they could. The chieftain was the key. Determined on a course, he cast grasping roots on the high shaman and his guards. 
 
    The shamans re-established order amongst the kobolds and drove the entire force forward. With a resounding roar, five thousand kobolds crashed into the advancing Obsidian Legion. Amazingly, despite the weight of numbers pushing against them, the single line of golems not only held back the tide but pushed forward into it.  
 
    Kyran has cast grasping roots (radius: 43.4m, chance to resist: 15%, duration: 7 minutes), 12 elite kobold guards entangled. High shaman resisted. 
 
    Kyran’s grasping roots sprang from beneath the chieftain and his guards, entangling the soldiers but failing to reach their shielded leader. “Go, Aiken,” sent Kyran. The bear roared out of the earth beneath the chieftain, knocking him back but failing to inflict any damage. Undaunted, Aiken charged the kobold. Realising that even shielded, he would not last long against the bear’s mauling attacks, the chieftain took off running again. 
 
    
     Aiken’s mauling attack has hit a kobold shaman for 0 damage (34 blocked by ice shield). Remaining shield: 278/341 HP. 
 
     Aiken’s rending bite has hit a kobold shaman for 0 damage (41 blocked by ice shield). Remaining shield: 237/341 HP. 
 
     Aiken’s mauling attack has hit a kobold shaman for 0 damage (27 blocked by ice shield). Remaining shield: 210/341 HP. 
 
   
 
    But even though the guards were powerless to help, the shamans were not. They unleashed a deadly barrage, not at the golems but at the jade bear. 
 
    
     A kobold shaman’s magic missile has hit Aiken for 0 damage (immune). Remaining 340/340 HP.  
 
     A kobold shaman’s ice bolt has hit Aiken for 21 damage. Remaining 319/340 HP. 
 
     A kobold shaman’s fire dart has hit Aiken for 18 damage. Remaining 301/340 HP. 
 
       
 
     … 
 
     A kobold shaman’s fireball has hit Aiken for 28 damage. Remaining 174/340 HP. 
 
   
 
    Aiken whimpered as the magical storm descended. “Dive, brother, dive!” screamed Kyran. He had blundered in leaving the shamans unmolested. He exhorted the companions who were already harrying the shamans to greater effort, “Adra, Gaesin, hit them harder! Aiken is in trouble.” The pair responded by picking up the intensity of their attacks, spending their stamina and essence pools recklessly in a flurry of flaming arrows and magic missiles. 
 
    Kyran hastily reformed the reserve into the tip of a spear and dispatched them towards the shamans. The golems would have to wade through the kobold army to reach the spellcasters but they did not have to succeed, only distract the shamans sufficiently. He then turned his own spells against the shamans, casting earth tremor and poison ward in a bid to disrupt their spells and deal damage. 
 
    Aiken, brought to his knees by the fury of the shamans’ attacks, dived before the next barrage landed. Safe beneath the earth, he activated healing wave to restore himself. But with Aiken out of play and the party’s efforts focused on the shamans, the chieftain had been given space to cast his own spells.  
 
    A kobold high shaman has cast guarding elementals. 
 
    Four water elementals took form around the high shaman, gyrating and ready to spring to his defence. On the front line, the golems made steady progress, relentlessly pushing the kobold warriors backwards but it would not last, twenty percent of the golems’ stored essence had been depleted. Once it ran out, the party would be overrun.  
 
    The reserve platoon pushed deep into the kobold forces before being ground to a halt. The kobold warriors’ attacks were mostly ineffectual but their numbers told. Bringing to bear the sheer weight of the horde, the kobolds surrounded and toppled individual golems, hundreds of warriors scaling their limbs and pulling down on them. One by one the golems were brought down by the swarm clinging to their head, arms, legs and torso. Destroyed but at huge cost.  
 
    The shamans were another problem. Despite the approaching peril of the reserve platoon and the party's attacks, the spellcasters on the kobolds’ back lines kept up their offensive, returning the party's attacks with salvos of their own. And the chieftain, whom they had failed to kill, was beginning an intricate casting of his own. Even from this distance, Kyran could sense the torrent of essence being channelled into it. Kyran cursed. The battle was slipping out of control. There were too many threats. It was time to take a risk. Past time.  
 
    He called to the companions, “I'm going after the chieftain. Be careful of the shamans and keep them distracted as long as you can.” The kobold leader could not be allowed to finish whatever spell he was casting. He sent a shower of mind shocks at the chieftain. 
 
    The kobold was caught off guard, not expecting the psionic attack. His protections, the ice shield and guarding elementals, were proof against physical and magical attacks only. The kobold staggered backwards, his spell interrupted. 
 
    Kyran’s 5 mind shocks have hit a kobold high shaman for 70 psi damage (50 resisted). Remaining: 200/290 HP. A kobold high shaman’s spellcasting has been interrupted. Elemental Summoning failed. 
 
    The chieftain’s mental defences were weak. Kyran pressed the advantage, not letting up on the onslaught. The high shaman, harassed by the stream of psionic attacks, was unable to gather his focus sufficiently to counter. In frustration, he ordered the elementals to attack. They locked their gazes on Kyran and flowed forward. 
 
    Meanwhile the shamans intensified their own attacks, launching waves of spells at the party. Protected by his fire shield, Kyran ignored the falling barrage and maintained his offensive. But under the unrelenting assault, Adra and Gaesin were forced to abandon their own attacks and see to their defences. Kyran glanced at the threads representing the party. Gaesin and Adra were nearly spent, their essence and stamina drained. Aiken was fully healed but his essence pool was also low. It was time for the party to quit the field.  
 
    “Aiken, retreat to Adra and Gaesin. Adra, when Aiken gets there, take the party and flee to the South Gate. I will catch up.” 
 
    “But—" 
 
    “No arguments. Go as soon as Aiken joins you.” 
 
    He turned his attention back to the battle. The water elementals flowed past the legion, too quick for the golems to block. The chieftain, helpless in the face of Kyran’s relentless mind shocks, and unnerved by his steadily draining health, rashly sent his personal guard forward as well. Kyran had patiently waited for just this. Maintaining his bombardment, he watched the distance between the honour guard and the chieftain steadily increase. Far enough, he decided, preparing to teleport forward.  
 
    “Adra!”  
 
    Gaesin’s anguished cry pulled Kyran’s attention back to the companions. Adra was down, bleeding from a blow to the back of her head. Without a magical shield to protect her, she had dodged and twisted away as best she could before eventually being pinned by a storm of ice bolts too numerous to avoid. 
 
    Adra has sustained a moderate wound (concussed). -10 HP damage/minute. 
 
    He inspected her thread worriedly. She was alive, he saw with relief. Concussed and bleeding, but she would live—if they got her out of here. Kyran hesitated. To go to Adra's aid or proceed with his plan? Aiken surfaced near the downed wolven, shielding her from further blows with his bulk. Gaesin rushed to her side, spending what little essence he had left healing her. The two had matters well in hand, and that decided Kyran. 
 
    “Gaesin, load her onto Aiken and get out of here! 
 
    “Brother, carry them to safety.” 
 
    To buy the companions time, he shifted his attacks back to the shamans, unleashing ice wall, slippery ice, confusion and earth tremor in quick succession. With some difficulty, Gaesin pulled the unconscious Adra onto the kneeling bear and got on himself. With the two safely on, Aiken hurried out of the square towards the South Gate. Out of the corner of his eye, Kyran saw the water elementals approach. He was out of time. “Fly well, brother,” he said and teleported. 
 
    A minor null field has been placed upon that location, inhibiting all novice magical and psi abilities at the location for the next 3 minutes. 
 
    Damn. His attempt to teleport on the chieftain’s position failed. In the space of time that he had been forced to distract the shamans, the chieftain had thrown a null field around himself. While the high shaman was in the field, none of Kyran’s spells would reach him. And he looked to have restarted his elemental summoning. Aargh. Hurriedly he changed his teleport location, barely escaping the clutches of the approaching elementals. He emerged on a rooftop overlooking the square. Taking just a moment to reorient himself and search out the edge of the null field, he teleported again, reappearing on its edge, behind the startled chieftain. He charged forward. 
 
    Kyran has entered a null field, novice magical and psi abilities blocked. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye he saw the elementals and the chieftain’s guard turn back, heading to Kyran’s new location. They would be too late. Drawing his sword, he struck at the high shaman, who stared uncomprehendingly. 
 
    Kyran’s 6 sword strikes have hit a high shaman for 0 damage (100 blocked by ice shield). Remaining shield: 110/341 HP. 
 
    Understanding dawned in the high shaman’s eyes. In panic, he abandoned his elemental summoning and switched to casting ice bolts. But it was too little, too late. Ignoring the ice bolts rattling against his shield, Kyran battered against the shaman until his ice shield shattered. The shaman turned to flee but could not escape Kyran’s wrath. Stepping forward, he brought his longsword down in a sweeping arc and cleaved through the kobold’s neck.  
 
    Kyran has killed a kobold high shaman with a vital strike. Null field dispelled. Guarding elementals unsummoned. 
 
    He looked about. With the summoner dead, the elementals dissipated and the shaman’s personal guards were yet a way off. Bending down, he picked up the chieftain’s staff and pulled off his cloak.  
 
    
     Acquired: High Shaman’s Frost staff of Freezing. 
 
     Type: Enchanted Weapon (Staffs). 
 
     Weight: 1.5 kg. 
 
     Rank: Adept. 
 
     Special properties: Can cast the freeze spell.  
 
     Requirements: Water magic (apprentice). 
 
     Enchantment strength: 40. 
 
     Charges: 0/1 (320 essence required per charge). 
 
     Weapon Damage: 5-8 (Crushing) when used as a melee weapon. 
 
     Condition: Good. 
 
     Description: The frost staff is attuned to water magic and infused within its wood is the spell design for the journeyman spell, freeze. Crafted by the artificer, Lesh. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Acquired: High Shaman’s Cloak of Protection. 
 
     Type: Mystical Garments. 
 
     Weight: 0.3 kg. 
 
     Rank: Adept. 
 
     Special Properties: +8% Mystical Garments. 
 
     Armour: 12 spell armour. 
 
     Requirements: Level 20. 
 
     Condition: Good. 
 
     Description: An enchanted cloak crafted by the artificer, Lesh, this cloak provides magical protection. 
 
   
 
    Surveying the battle, he saw the golems’ essence were down to forty percent. Despite the massive disparity in forces, the Obsidian Legion was actually winning. The golem front line fought on, still a formidable presence on the battlefield. The platoon hunting the shamans had reached melee range with a quarter of their number still alive. The shamans were forced into flight as the golems rampaged amongst them. 
 
    The legion, it seemed, would keep the kobolds distracted a while yet, if not defeat them outright. There was no danger of them being pursued now. Good. He was drearily weary of running. Satisfied, he teleported out to rejoin the party. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    
     Battle Log (The Battle of Durn Duruhl) 
 
     The party has left the battle. 
 
       
 
     Combat Results 
 
     Creatures bonded: 0. 
 
     Hostiles killed: 2922 feral kobold fighters, 58 kobold shamans, 1 high shaman. 
 
     Allies killed: 61 of 150 obsidian golems. 
 
     Party XP gained: 0.5% of total XP, rest distributed to allies (2,042,900 XP). 
 
       
 
     Level Gains 
 
     Kyran: 2 level (18 SP, 4 AP). New combat level: Level 19. 
 
     Adra: 2 levels (6 SP, 2 AP). New combat level: Level 21. 
 
     Gaesin: 2 levels (6 SP, 2 AP). New combat level: Level 20. 
 
     Aiken: 2 levels. New combat level: Level 19. 
 
       
 
     Status Effects 
 
     Adra Maeko: Concussed.  
 
   
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Lesh observed the battle in the square through the eyebots. He regarded the obsidian constructs with palpable greed. They were beautiful. Masterful works of engineering and enchanting, made all the more impressive by their age.  
 
    They had to have been constructed by the dwarfs of yore, the original inhabitants of this city. Whose remnants scraped out a living in a corner of Xetil’s domain, under siege by the goblin hordes. 
 
    Hmm. He had not taken any interest in the infrequent campaigns to roust out the dwarves. But perhaps he should. Would he find more of such marvels there? An interesting idea, one that bore more thought.  
 
    But how had this ignorant player found the golems? Lesh had no idea such treasures still existed in the city; it had been scoured clean millennia ago. And more importantly, how had the elf activated them? 
 
    He had observed the agent fight and it was evident there was nothing special about him. He was no more than a low-level player. Oh, he showed a certain savage ingenuity in battle, the likes of which brutes such as Yiralla were sure to appreciate, but he had no enchantments around him, nothing to suggest he bore the skill to empower the legion of obsidian constructs in the square. How had he done it? 
 
    Lesh would find out. The agent would reveal all under his questioning. The elf and his party had extricated themselves from the square and were fleeing the battle directly towards him. Excellent. 
 
    Where they thought they were heading, he could not imagine. But he could not have planned it any better. With the agent separated from the constructs it would be child’s play to capture him. He might not even need to call upon Xetil for aid. Things were finally looking up in this mission. 
 
    Whistling tonelessly, he sent the second eyebot to summon his pets while he prepared his ambush. 
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    08 Octu 2603 AB 
 
      
 
    They had made it out alive. With the entire kobold army embroiled in the battle, once out of the square, the party’s passage was almost easy. Now, they just had to reach the Gate. 
 
    Kyran glanced at his companions. Adra was in bad shape, her injuries requiring urgent attention. If they did not apply the healing salves soon, she would be beyond help. But they dared not stop here. It would have to wait until they reached the gate. Gaesin was spent, what little essence he had remaining used in keeping Adra from death’s door. And Aiken, brave soul, was bearing the burden of both, despite his own tiredness.  
 
    “Just a little longer, brother,” sent Kyran. “We are almost there.” Aiken huffed out his breath, too exhausted to respond. Taking point, Kyran scouted fifty metres ahead, hoping they encountered no more enemies. The party was on its last legs. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    They made their way steadily south, trusting to Kyran’s player’s map to lead them to the Gate. The city was eerily silent, the clash of steel and cries of terror from the square long since left behind. 
 
    There was no pursuit, the kobolds plunged into disarray with the chieftain’s death but Kyran was on edge. A creeping sensation on the back of his neck made him uneasy. As if they were being observed. For the tenth time, Kyran paused and surveyed his surroundings. Nothing. No sign of movement. Gaesin noticed. 
 
    “Is something amiss, Kyran?” he asked. “More kobolds?” 
 
    Kyran could only shrug, unable to articulate the cause of his worry. “I’m not sure but something does not feel right about this…” 
 
    He moved forward again, senses alert, truesight and show hostiles active. Warily he scanned the path ahead, the crumbling buildings on either side and the alleys that cut across their path, straining to detect any hint of trouble. 
 
    But for all his caution, the ambush, when it came, caught him flat-footed. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Kyran has triggered a containment ward and has been imprisoned.  
 
    From the four points of a diamond, the walls of a glowing force field sprang to life around Kyran. The field spread above and below him, the jaws of a trap snapping shut. Swept off his feet by the lines of force, he was unceremoniously dropped back down, coming to rest on the force field itself. 
 
    His first thoughts were of his injured companions, trailing behind him. Beyond the haze of the force field, he saw a short figure approach. He ignored it and turned his focus inwards. "Aiken, back!" 
 
    The cub, still a block away and out of sight, threw up his head in alarm and prepared to stone dive to Kyran's rescue. "No, brother, you must see to Gaesin's and Adra's safety first. Flee to the gate. I will meet you there. Go!" In the corner of his eye, Kyran saw the figure of his captor stop. 
 
    Aiken, bullish, muttered rebelliously and despite Kyran's urgings, charged forward. "No, Aiken! Think. You know I am right. You are spent and no help this way. Go. Please. I have a better chance of escaping if I am alone." 
 
    At Kyran's desperate plea, the bear skidded to a stop, huffing unhappily. For a long deliberate moment, the cub stood motionless, and with a hard stare, considered the figure standing with practiced unconcern in front of the force field. Grounding out a frustrated growl, Aiken turned and fled, promising a swift return.  
 
    Kyran breathed a sigh of relief. They were safe. "I'm sorry," Adra breathed softly over the battle link. "I wish—" 
 
    "Shhh," hushed Kyran. "Flee. Be safe. I will get out of this—somehow." 
 
    "Ah, a pity that," said Lesh laconically, watching the fleeing jade bear. "I had such a wonderful trap prepared for him." As proof of his words, six fire salamanders crawled out of the surrounding buildings where they had hidden in wait. "He would have made a wonderful slave too," continued Lesh. He shrugged. "Oh well, no loss really. It’s just you I need." The fire kend turned his glowing red orbs upon Kyran, eyes gleaming.  
 
    Kyran shivered, seeing the cruel nature lurking behind the genial, smiling façade of the creature before him. Remaining silent, rather than responding to the implicit threat, he inspected the force field, the salamanders and his captor in turn.  
 
    
     Containment field (II). 
 
     Containment fields dampen or prevent magical and psionic abilities. This is a level 2 field and requires an effective magical or psi skill of 60 to overcome. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Name: Lesh Spizaxla (Champion of Xetil) 
 
     Class: Enslaver Artificer 
 
     Race: Fire Kend (Gnomish) 
 
     Rarity: Rare 
 
     Level: 61 (Adept) 
 
     Health: 640 / 640 
 
     As a player, all other player data of Lesh Spizaxla is hidden. 
 
   
 
    The force field was similar to the one he was imprisoned within in the citadel but of a much lower level. Perhaps he could break through this one. The salamanders though, made such considerations pointless. They were each over level forty. Of the kend, he received little information other than his rank, god and class.  
 
    So. He had finally met his first champion. And it had to be Xetil's. 
 
    Looking from Lesh to the salamanders, it was clear now that he had found the source of the collars as well. "What do you want?" he asked brusquely. 
 
    "Ah, so it speaks! I had wondered. What I want? What my god wants, of course. You—dead. But fear not, you have a few more minutes yet to live. I have some questions first. And trust me, you want to co-operate." He chuckled complacently. 
 
    Kyran said nothing. At the edge of his thoughts, he felt Aiken and the others getting farther away. The longer this conversation dragged out, the greater their chance of escape. "Guardian?" he queried silently. 
 
    "Yes, master?" came the answer. 
 
    "There's no chance of you helping me out here, is there?" 
 
    "No master, I fear not. I am confined to Stonekeep." 
 
    "In that case, can you open the South Gate when my companions arrive there?" 
 
    "I shall do as you request, master.” 
 
    “Thank you, guardian.” 
 
    He broke off communication with the settlement's guardian and returned his attention to Lesh, who was glaring angrily at him. Kyran had the vague sensation that the kend had been trying to get his attention for some time. Oops.  
 
    He tilted his head, studying his captor. Lesh’s eyes were literally glowing red with fury. The fire kend seemed as volatile as the element after which his species was named. Kyran decided to bait him. Not with any definite plan in mind, but perhaps if the kend lost his temper, he might do something rash. He did seem the type... 
 
    He chuckled. "Sorry, you said something?" 
 
    The kend fumed. "I warned you, elf, not to play games with me. Remember that." Lesh sketched an arcane symbol in the air, too fast for Kyran to follow, and the front wall of the force field dropped open. 
 
    Sensing an opportunity, Kyran tensed, gathering his will to teleport out.  
 
    He didn’t get the chance.  
 
    Following his hand waving, Lesh thrust them forward, and twin manacles shot out from beneath the kend’s robe, wrapping themselves firmly around Kyran’s hands. 
 
    Pain. Crackling pain surged out of the manacles and into his mind. Caught off-guard, he shrieked in agony and dropped to his knees, spell forgotten and will dissipating.  
 
    Spellcasting interrupted by Manacles of Pain. You have failed to teleport. 
 
    With his will released, the pain trickled back into the manacles. Gasping from shock, he looked down at his shackled hands.  
 
    
     You have been bound by the Manacles of Pain.  
 
     Type: Item. 
 
     Weight: 0.1 kg. 
 
     Rank: Adept. 
 
     Special properties: Induces pain in the wearer when channelling will or essence. 
 
     Condition: Excellent. 
 
     Description: The manacles of pain is an enchanted item that uses pain to prevent the wearer from spellcasting or psicasting. The level of pain induced is proportional to the essence or will channelled. Crafted by Lesh. 
 
   
 
    “Better,” said Lesh, looking down on the kneeling Kyran. “Much better.” 
 
    Kyran stilled his racing pulse and breathed in deeply, restoring his composure. He looked up at the sneering kend. Enraged, he tugged apart the shackles. They refused to budge. They were of the same strange metal as the domination collars and had moulded themselves to his hands. There was no way he was going to remove them physically. In helpless fury, he wavered to his feet and took one trembling step forward. In response one of the salamanders snaked forward, scorching the ground before Kyran with its fiery breath in warning. 
 
    “Now, now. None of that. You will only force my pets here to kill you.” 
 
    Kyran stepped back. 
 
    “Good. Now, where did you find the obsidian golems and how did you activate them?” 
 
    Kyran remained silent. 
 
    “Tell me,” he demanded. Renewed surges of pain erupted from the shackles, reinforcing the demand. Kyran dropped to his knees and bit back the short scream of agony that involuntarily escaped him. He bowed his head, fighting the pain. From far off, Aiken felt the echoes and sent his distressed thoughts racing to Kyran, probing for the source.  
 
    Kyran responded reassuringly, “Don’t fear, brother. I am all right.” To prevent Aiken from realising what was amiss he flung up and reinforced his psi shields, managing for the first time to lock out the jade bear. He did not want to subject Aiken to what was sure to follow. 
 
    “That’s just a taste of what the shackles can inflict, agent. Now answer me.” 
 
    Stubbornly, Kyran remained on his knees, silence his only answer. 
 
    “Very well then,” said the kend maliciously. 
 
    Braced for it this time, Kyran held back the howl of agony that tried to force its way out. He would not give the champion the pleasure. He. Would. Not. Head bowed, by dint of will alone, he bore the waves of ceaseless pain. For an interminable time, it continued.  
 
    “Impressive,” said Lesh. “But you will not be able to resist it forever. Where did you find the golems? Tell me.” 
 
    Instead of answering, Kyran stumbled to his feet and charged the kend. He had not taken more than a step before he dropped to the ground, legs turned to jelly by the throbbing fire coursing through them.  
 
    This time the agony was viciously prolonged. With his muscles locked rigid, and his heart pounding in time to his anguish, he writhed helplessly on the ground. 
 
    “Tsk, tsk,” he heard the kend cackle through the haze of pain. 
 
    There would be no end to this, he knew. Not unless he submitted to the kend. And that he would not do. Never. Calling upon his rage and fear, he fought back. He focused on the kend’s malicious laughter, using it as a focal point of his fury and pulled in his will. A tortured cry ripped from his throat. He didn’t care. It no longer bothered him if the kend heard his screams. He kept on pulling in his will, fighting through the pain to maintain his concentration. And then he lost it. 
 
    He did not despair. He began anew. Using the pain itself to focus. He pulled in his will, screaming in time with his efforts. More and more he pulled in. And then he had enough. Holding it within the trembling confines of his mind, he opened his tear-soaked eyes. 
 
    Blinking rapidly to clear them, he strained to find the kend. There. Surrounded by the slow undulating forms of the six salamanders, still cackling manically. Perfect. He unfurled his will, centring the spell upon the kend.  
 
    A moment before his spell took effect, their eyes met. In satisfaction, he watched the kend’s eyes widen in amazement, followed by momentary confusion as the spell washed over him without effect. Then with dawning realisation, fear. The kend scrambled backwards, and without looking back, took off in panic, desperate to escape the ensuing chaos. 
 
    
     New ability used! 
 
     Ability: Enrage beast 
 
     Skill: Beast bonding. 
 
     Description: This ability enrages beasts within the targeted area for a limited duration. Enraged beasts lose all sense of reasoning and will attack the nearest creature. 
 
     Rank: Novice. 
 
     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: 1 minute x skill. 
 
   
 
      
 
    Kyran has cast enrage beast (radius: 43m, chance to resist: 5%, duration: 43 minutes), five salamanders enraged.  
 
    He knew he could only count on being able to cast one spell. That as soon as the kend saw him overcome the manacles, he would kill him or find even stronger means of imprisonment. So he had one chance only. And he had to make it count. So he went with the simple enrage beast spell. He remembered that calm beast had worked on the dominated ophidians despite their collar, and he bet on enrage beast succeeding in a similar manner. Enraging them beyond the collar—or Lesh’s—ability to control. 
 
    And it had worked. 
 
    Five of the six salamanders succumbed to the spell and in a raging firestorm became embroiled in a melee as they unreasoningly attacked whatever was nearest. The sixth, unaffected but left without orders by the blindly fleeing Lesh, was also pulled into the inferno.  
 
    With blood dribbling from his ears and eyes from casting through the manacle’s pain, Kyran looked upon the fleeing Lesh and smiled. And then cast again. Gritting his teeth, he pushed through the pain. This time it was easier. In an odd flicker, like a distortion in reality, the shackles jumped from his hands to the ground.  
 
    Kyran has cast teleport (object). Kyran is no longer bound by the manacles of pain.  
 
    Safely out of range of the raging salamanders, the kend slid to a stop and about turned. His eyes crossed Kyran’s and he involuntarily stepped back, then scowled furiously to hide his reaction.  
 
    Kyran unhurriedly wiped the smear of trickling blood and returned the kend’s gaze equably. Good. He had stopped running. That would make vengeance easier. The kend began muttering; from this distance Kyran couldn’t quite make out the words, but he ignored them.  
 
    He reached down and picked up the now-dormant shackles, a bloodthirsty smile flickering on his face. Straightening, he teleported, propelling himself past the salamanders and materialising a step behind the kend.  
 
    The kend spun round, the golden glow of a divine shield surrounding him just as Kyran unleashed a storm of mind shocks. 
 
    
     Lesh has cast divine shield. Divine shields block all forms of damage until dispelled. 
 
     Kyran’s 5 mind shocks have hit Lesh for 0 damage (150 blocked by divine shield). Remaining shield: 750/900 HP. 
 
   
 
    The mind shocks were absorbed by the golden bubble and from within its safety, the kend sneered at Kyran’s effort. “Fool!” shouted the kend. “Did you think it would be that easy to kill me? Me, a champion of Xetil!” 
 
    Unperturbed, Kyran drew his sword and closed with the kend, buffing himself as he moved. 
 
    
     Kyran has activated Mind Over Matter, +76 HP. 
 
     Kyran has cast barkskin, +21 natural armour.  
 
     Kyran has cast fire shield. +434 HP shield. 
 
     Kyran has cast boost speed. +20% speed. 
 
   
 
    As Kyran began hacking at the divine shield, the kend stared at him in consternation. “What do you think you are doing?” he spat. “You will never get through the shield!” 
 
    Kyran’s 5 sword strikes have hit Lesh for 0 damage (100 blocked by divine shield). Remaining shield: 650/900 HP. 
 
    Again, Kyran ignored the kend. The longer the kend stood around doing nothing, the better. He activated shocking grasp on one hand and held it against the shield, and with the other he kept striking against it with his sword.  
 
    
     Kyran’s shocking hands have hit Lesh for 0 damage (35 blocked). Remaining shield: 615/900 HP. 
 
     Kyran’s sword strike has hit Lesh for 0 damage (19 blocked). Remaining shield: 596/900 HP. 
 
     Kyran’s shocking hands have hit Lesh for 0 damage (30 blocked). Remaining shield: 566/900 HP. 
 
     Kyran’s sword strike has hit Lesh for 0 damage (21 blocked). Remaining shield: 545/900 HP. 
 
   
 
    Realising that Kyran meant to keep hacking until he got through, Lesh drew a wand from his robe, and pointing it at Kyran, sent a starburst stream burning towards Kyran.  
 
    
     Lesh’s starburst has hit Kyran for 0 damage (51 blocked). Remaining shield: 383/434 HP. 
 
     Lesh’s starburst has hit Kyran for 0 damage (46 blocked). Remaining shield: 337/434 HP. 
 
   
 
    Watching the starbursts spatter against his shield, Kyran saw with surprise that, like the divine shield, it was weaker than he expected from a level sixty-one champion. Nonetheless it still far surpassed his own damage and would burn through his shield before his own attacks did through the kend’s. 
 
    But Kyran did not plan on staying still. He teleported to the top of one of the ruined buildings behind the kend. The building, like all the others in the city, was constructed from stone with a flat-top roof and convenient parapets behind which Kyran could take cover. The kend spun about, unerringly pinpointing Kyran’s location, loosening a torrent of starbursts his way. Lesh shrieked, “You won’t escape me that easily, elf!”  
 
    Kyran ducked behind the parapet, letting its dense stone absorb the starbursts’ fury. Crouching, he ran along the roof, the starbursts following but splashing harmlessly against the parapets. The kend continued to rant while maintaining the shower of starbursts, expending essence at a prodigious rate. He wondered how long Lesh could keep this going. 
 
    He reached the corner of the building nearest the still-battling salamanders and sneaked a peek over. Starbursts washed over him as he did so but were absorbed by his shield. The salamanders were still battling but his quick look had revealed that matters were progressing as he expected. Lesh seemed to have forgotten the salamanders but he had not.  
 
    Soon. He just had to keep Lesh occupied a while longer. He popped back up and cast slippery ice beneath the champion. Only for the ice to melt beneath the kend, burnt away by the divine shield. “Fool!” laughed Lesh, pacing back and forth in the alley below him. “Your pitiful spells cannot harm me.” 
 
    Undaunted, Kyran, still crouched, padded along the rooftop with Lesh following, melting the ice in his wake. Reaching the end of the building, Kyran stood up again and let the starbursts wash against his shield while he cast grasping roots and fire darts in quick succession.  
 
    Lesh laughed again and waded unconcerned through the burning roots as Kyran ducked back down. None of the roots managed to pierce the kend’s divine shield, but the fire itself inflicted damage on the shield. Minimal damage but good enough for now, thought Kyran. 
 
    Lesh continued to pour starbursts against the parapet behind which Kyran hid. How much essence did that little kend have? Surely his essence pool must be running dry by now? He shook his head at the kend’s folly. The kend’s attacks were uninspired and served little purpose but he wouldn’t complain about his enemy’s stupidity, not when it served his own ends.  
 
    He waited another minute, then teleported to the adjacent building. Crouching, he raced along its length, drawing Lesh closer to the salamanders.  
 
    It was time. 
 
    The salamanders were still battling each other, the enrage spell still in effect. With their high fire affinity, none had sustained any damage, the fire with which they attacked each other healing more than damaging. Their battle had served an important purpose though. It had burned off their collars.  
 
    The collars of domination around six salamanders have been destroyed, freeing them from enslavement. 
 
    A fact of which Lesh seemed unaware. And which Kyran planned to use to his advantage. 
 
    He teleported again. This time back into the alley with Lesh between himself and the salamanders. Lesh swung towards him. “So, you finally decided to stop running. Pity. It will not save you.” The kend strolled nonchalantly forward, his wand redirecting the flow of starbursts at Kyran. 
 
    Kyran was already casting. First, calm beasts and then earth tremor.  
 
    
     Kyran has cast calm beast, 6 salamanders calmed (enrage status removed).  
 
     Kyran has cast earth tremor. Hostile action taken against 6 calmed salamanders; they are now hostile. 
 
   
 
    The hostile action caused the calm beast spell to dissipate. Hissing in fury, the salamanders focused their gazes on Kyran—and Lesh who stood between them. Ignoring the starbursts which kept pouring into his shield, Kyran smiled wickedly at the still-oblivious Lesh. “You might want to turn around,” he said before teleporting away. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Lesh howled in frustration. That damned agent and his teleport spell. Lesh sensed him back on the rooftops. It would not save him. He would catch up to him soon. But what had the elf mumbled before running again? ‘Turn around?’ puzzled Lesh. He glanced over his shoulder and fell back in shock at the sight of the charging salamanders. 
 
    “No, no, nonono!” he mumbled. They were almost upon him. Frantically he wracked his mind for a means of escape. There was only one spell that could save him now. But his essence pool was running low. Licking his lips, he realised he had no choice. “Xetil, aid me, master!” he shouted in the ether, and then began casting. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    On the rooftops once more, Kyran looked down upon the retreating champion. It had worked. The salamanders were almost upon him. Poetic justice, he thought. The instrument of his revenge would be the very creatures that the champion had enslaved. Any time now it would— 
 
    A nova of light exploded from the champion, enveloping the salamanders, Kyran and everything close by. 
 
    And then time stopped.  
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Lesh has cast timestop (radius: 60m, duration: 30 seconds), 6 salamanders and one player caught. 
 
    Lesh picked himself up. It had worked! Xetil had heard his plea and granted him the essence he needed. He dusted himself off and turned his back on the salamanders, the blasted free agent and this bedevilled city. He hoped never to see any of them again. 
 
    “Lesh, you idiot! Where are you going? Where is the agent?” 
 
    “Divine one, thank you, ‘o thank you for heeding my call. You saved—” 
 
    “Shut up, Lesh! Where is the agent?!” 
 
    “On the rooftop to the right, divine.” 
 
    “Alive?” 
 
    “Yes, lord.” 
 
    “Then why are you running? Go and kill him!” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Go. Now. Kill him. Or I will kill you myself!” 
 
    Helpless to do otherwise, Lesh turned about. How was he going to kill the agent? he despaired. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Time restarted. 
 
    In the midst of casting mind shock, Kyran paused. Lesh was no longer there. What had just happened?  
 
    He queried the game and cursed. The champion could be anywhere. Down below the salamanders were likewise milling around in confusion, their target gone. They flickered their forked tongues out, tasting the air for their prey. Kyran, on the rooftop, was well out of range. Not finding anything, the salamanders slithered out of the alley. 
 
    A scuff behind him. Kyran dived left, not hesitating. A stream of starbursts sailed past where he had just been standing. He came out of the dive in a roll, his fire darts flickering out in response. The kend, who was still pulling himself up onto the building, frowned as his opportunistic attack missed. He ignored the incoming fire darts, letting his shield absorb the damage. 
 
    The kend’s shield was down to half strength but it still more than sufficed to absorb whatever attacks Kyran threw at him. Kyran unleashed another volley. Dismissively, the kend ignored it, bent on hands and knees while he pulled in great lungfuls of air.  
 
    How was he going to kill the tough little bugger? His thoughts flickered to the salamanders. No. The kend would not fall for that twice. At least the crazed kend was no longer smiling. Instead he glared at Kyran with malevolent hate. 
 
    A mad plan formed. Kyran charged. 
 
    The kend, seeing him coming, sneered derisively, no doubt expecting Kyran to whack futilely at his shield again. Instead, Kyran accelerated and lunged forward with outstretched arms, tackling the little champion, and plunging them both off the side of the four-storey building. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Airborne, Kyran cast teleport, targeting a spot just a metre above the ground. Leaving the champion still falling, his body dissociated, and propelled through space to the target location, where he coalesced back into being—with all his initial momentum. In a heap he crashed headlong into the ground, his fire shield dissipating around him as it absorbed the damage.  
 
    Kyran’s fire shield has been destroyed. Damage taken from collision with the ground. Remaining 203/266 HP. 
 
    Battered, bruised, scraped, but alive he stumbled back to his feet, eyes fixed on the kend’s still-falling form. With a confused wail, the kend crashed into the ground with all the force of uninhibited gravity. The golden bubble around him burst, finally overwhelmed as it absorbed as much of the fall’s force that it could, leaving the kend seriously injured but alive.  
 
    Lesh’s divine shield has been destroyed. Damage taken from collision with the ground. Remaining 472/640 HP. 
 
    Almost immediately the champion was surrounded by a golden healing glow, as he groaned and turned his battered body over. Kyran limped forward at a quick shuffle, not delaying to heal himself. This was his only chance. While the kend was still vulnerable. The champion pushed himself to his feet. Kyran was still too far. Lesh lifted his eyes, glaring at Kyran, “You—!” 
 
    Still racing forward, Kyran flung the manacles at Lesh. Seeing the thrown projectile, the kend instinctively raised his arms, shielding himself. 
 
    Lesh has been bound by the Manacles of Pain.  
 
    The shackles slithered around the kend’s hands, moulding its form to Lesh’s. Yes! exulted Kyran. 
 
    “Noooooo!” wailed Lesh. Too late the kend tried to raise his divine shield. In agony, he fell back to his knees, focus ripped away by the pain coursing through him. He looked up at the avenging form of Kyran storming towards him and begged. “Please, elf, don’t! I can help—” 
 
    His words stopped short, turning to a gurgle of blood as Kyran drove his sword implacably through the kend’s heart.  
 
    Kyran has killed Lesh Spizaxla, champion of Xetil with a vital strike. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You have found and eliminated the source of the enslaving collars and completed the quest: Cleanse the labyrinth. As reward, you have been granted 6 combat skill points. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You are now level 20 and have advanced to the rank of Apprentice. New spells and abilities available. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You are level 20 and may choose a class. Your trait, Friend of the Bears, has unlocked unique class variants. 
 
      
 
    
     Congratulations! You have completed the second chain in the quest: The journey to becoming great. Once your class is chosen, you will be rewarded with a class item. You have unlocked the third chain in the quest: 
 
     Quest 1: The journey to becoming great (3). 
 
     Objective: Continue your journey to becoming a major player of the game. Reach level 40 and advance your class. 
 
     Rank: Uncommon. 
 
     Reward: Class item. 
 
   
 
    It was done, Xetil’s champion defeated. Wearily he dragged himself back to his feet, and pausing only to loot the kend’s body, made his way back to the rest of the party. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Under concealment, Kyran weaved down the barren streets to the South Gate. He dropped his psi shields and was immediately inundated with Aiken’s worry—and scolding. He bore it silently, accepting the bear’s chastisement. When the cub finally settled down, Aiken assured him that both Gaesin and Adra were still alive. At some stage, the battlegroup had dissipated as the companions moved out of range. They had crossed the causeway but had not approached the Gate yet. Aiken had only to deal with the occasional kobold straggler. The vicinity was now cleared and free of threat. As soon as the companions had crossed the causeway, Gaesin had applied the healing salves on Adra. She was recovering but unconscious, Kyran was relieved to hear. 
 
    He had no idea how the battle between the golems and the kobold army was progressing and had no inclination to go back and find out. He encountered no kobolds as he passed through their main encampment, now abandoned. As he hurried through, Kyran cast fire darts towards the tents, leaving the camp aflame behind him. He trailed the companions’ path, passing through the defunct city walls, to reach a majestic causeway arching high over an underground river that bordered the southern end of the city. He paused momentarily, drinking in the sight.  
 
    He had done it. He had survived all the labyrinth could throw at him and lived. He had kept the party alive. He had defied the gods and even defeated one of their champions. And best of all, he thought, thinking on the secrets of the thirteenth well, he had hope for the future. Not just for himself, but for all mortals on this world, his new home.  
 
    On the other side of the bridge, he spied his waiting companions. He smiled in joy at the sight. He threw them a wave and hurried forward to join them.  
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Epilogue 
 
    08 Octu 2603 AB 
 
      
 
    On the rocky slopes of the southern Skarral mountain range, besides a hidden campfire, Mirien devoured the remains of the mountain goat. Game was scarce in the mountains. She had gone days without a meal, her travel rations expended. After days of unsuccessful hunts, she had bagged a rangy goat and for the first time in days had eaten well. 
 
    But despite the shortage of rations, she was not prepared to leave the area yet. She was camped on the mountain slopes above the dwarven city and for the last few weeks had searched fruitlessly for a way into the labyrinth. There had to be a way in. Deegan had alluded to such. Mirien swallowed painfully. Even weeks after, the deaths of her fellows still struck at her painfully. Deegan had not shared the location of the labyrinth’s entrance with her and after weeks of searching, she had only found the city’s South Gate, firmly barred. She was camped in front of them now, a convenient landmark from which to co-ordinate her search. 
 
    She would give it a few more days. The communication crystal would be fully charged then and she could seek Elasien’s advice. It was not a conversation she looked forward to. Elasien would take the brotherhood deaths hard. She always did, feeling personally— 
 
    A deafening rumbling interrupted Mirien’s musing. She dropped the chop and scrambled to her feet, hastily scrubbing her hands dry. Her eyes darted back and forth, scanning for the source of the ominous sound. The rumbling sounded again, deep and echoing, causing the earth beneath her feet to shudder. It came from close by. She looked around wildly but could spot nothing amiss. She roved her eyes over the mountain slopes above her, suspecting a rock slide. Nothing. Frustrated, she moved to scan the slopes below. Then stopped. A puff of dust swirled before her. Her eyes widened. It was the South Gate. It was opening.  
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    The free agent, Kyran has completed the quest: Escape! and is free of the Labyrinth. 
 
    A demonic howl ripped through the tower from within the throne room. The two ogres on guard outside its closed doors eyed each other nervously.  
 
    Yiralla, on her way to join the Wolfen delegation’s audience with Xetil, paused and furtively took a few steps back. That howl was the sound of Xetil’s fury and it did not bode well for anyone in his immediate vicinity. While it was true the gods could not affect the world of Myelad directly, this did not apply to their vassals and champions, those who had bound themselves in exchange for power. 
 
    Concealing herself behind the door of the antechamber, Yiralla peered warily down the corridor. She would not willingly enter Xetil’s presence while he was thus enraged. Instead she would wait until he had spent it—on others. Twin pillars of divine flame erupted from inside the throne room. The Wolfen tribe delegation. Yiralla winced. That would take some explaining to their tribal elders. 
 
    More flames erupted in the throne room followed by the foulest of curses. Yiralla listened admiringly. Xetil in a fury exhibited a genuine talent for it. Some of her best curses came from such moments. The two ogres edged nervously away from the throne room, only to be imperiously summoned within.  
 
    In fear, they both looked at each other and in trepidation one set his hand to the door. Big mistake, thought Yiralla. You should have run. No sooner had the door opened than both ogres burst into flame, leaving only two piles of smouldering ash behind. 
 
    Past time to leave, thought Yiralla. She edged away. 
 
    “Yiralla!” 
 
    She stopped. 
 
    “Get in here now!” 
 
    Yiralla hesitated, weighing her options. She cursed herself for stupidity. I should have ran, she thought sourly. 
 
    “Don’t test my patience, woman! I know you are there!” 
 
    She shrugged fatalistically. It didn’t matter if she ran anyway. She couldn’t outrun her god. Bracing herself, she entered the throne room. As she thought, the room was a mess, bearing the evidence of one of Xetil’s famous rages. He had bodily flung about the delegates, his sworn vassals, smashing the chamber’s furniture before burning them to a crisp. 
 
    Xetil, soot-covered and with his face locked in a rictus of rage, stared at her with smouldering eyes.  
 
    Yiralla waited in the midst of the ruin, doing her best to ignore the palpable waves of fury pulsing from her god. She bowed stiffly. “My lord, how may I serve?” 
 
    “Lesh is dead.” 
 
    Glee filled her and she almost laughed out in delight. Doing her best to hide her true emotions, she kept her face blank and asked solemnly, “How, my lord?” 
 
    Xetil scowled, not in the least fooled by her deception. Almost, she thought he was going to strike her for her temerity. She bowed her head in acceptance. So be it. 
 
    “Bah!” he said and stomped away, pacing back and forth. 
 
    Yiralla breathed out carefully in relief. 
 
    “The fool,” he said, spittle flying from his face, “got himself killed by that wretched free agent.” 
 
    Yiralla looked up in surprise. “The agent still lives?” 
 
    “Not only that but he has escaped the labyrinth!” 
 
    Yiralla was intrigued. Killing Lesh was one thing—he was a fool and no warrior—but escaping the labyrinth… 
 
    “How did he do that?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” thundered Xetil, “and that bothers me more than anything else about this business.” 
 
    “He must have had help. That is the only way… perhaps the undead?” 
 
    Xetil waved this off. “No. Lesh was in Durn Duruhl when he was killed—which is far outside where the undead may range. The agent must have escaped through the south labyrinth, possibly using the same passage to exit that Lesh did to enter. And besides, we have Zarr under surveillance. His undead have not stirred from the citadel. 
 
    “I do not understand it,” he said in frustration, flopping back on his throne. 
 
    Yiralla wondered who ‘we’ was. Was Xetil in alliance with one of the other gods again? He had not informed her. 
 
    “What did you manage to glean from Lesh, my lord?” 
 
    “Very little. Lesh, that thrice-cursed fool, curse his arrogant hide, summoned me late to the battle. All I managed to see through his eyes was the agent, a level twenty elf, turning Lesh’s own pets against him. 
 
    “Lesh’s mind had been too full of panic and fear for me to read his memories.” He frowned in thought. “I did get the sense of a battle raging in the city. Somehow the free agent managed to distract the ferals and ambush Lesh.” 
 
    Yiralla pursed her lips in thought; the agent sounded dangerous and not to be underestimated, yet he was a lone player. What was there to fear from him?  
 
    Before she could voice these thoughts, Xetil interrupted. “This has gone on long enough. It is time I took direct action. Yiralla, gather a company. Go to Crotana and bring me his head. Leave no stone unturned. No matter what, you bring me his head, do you hear?” 
 
    Yes! thought Yiralla, some action finally. She clamped her fist to her chest and acknowledged her god’s command formally. “Yes, milord, your will shall be done.” 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    The Overseer floated gently on invisible currents above the round table, lost in thought. The God council had been called. For the second time in only four months and for the same reason again—the free agent, Kyran. 
 
    At the appointed hour the gods manifested within their seats, Xetil last of all, scowling furiously all the while. 
 
    “The God Council is called,” pronounced the Overseer formally. 
 
    “And who has called it?” asked Balkar. 
 
    “I have,” said Kharmadon. “We have grave matters to attend to.” 
 
    “Grave matters?” laughed Lok. “Spare me. We are tinpot dictators, stuck in a vile game. What ‘grave matters’ could we possibly have to attend to?” 
 
    Unfazed, Kharmadon replied, “If we don’t wish to remain stuck here for the rest of eternity, then yes, we have matters to attend to. One of Eld’s schemes is in play again, I fear.” 
 
    In the sudden stillness created by the drop of Eld’s name, Weeran asked, “Eld?” 
 
    “Eld, who else?” affirmed Kharmadon. “Who else could be guiding the free agent?” 
 
    “The free agent!” snickered Succera. “Not this again. Please tell me you have not convened this council to deliberate the fate of that puny mortal?” 
 
    “He is not a mere mortal,” warned Kharmadon. “He is dangerous.” 
 
    “Dangerous?” she asked incredulously, laughing in derision. “He may have surpassed expectations and escaped the labyrinth but he is still only a level twenty player.” 
 
    “Kharmadon is not wrong to be concerned,” said Misteria. “He has defeated Xetil’s champion.” Silence again. All eyes swung to Xetil, whose scowl deepened but did not otherwise react. 
 
    “And,” Misteria continued, enjoying the effect of her words, “the brotherhood is in play as well, having already ambushed Iyra’s paladins in Crotana.” Derisive smiles and querying glances were cast Iyra’s way. Iyra bore it stoically, her face carefully neutral in the face of her fellows’ scrutiny. 
 
    “Well, well, well. Care to explain, Iyra, what your paladins were doing in Crotana? And how they managed to get beaten by a bunch of ragtag terrorists?” chortled Lok. 
 
    Her paladins had not been defeated but she did not bother to correct Lok. Instead she fixed Misteria with a piercing look. “What I would like to know is how you are so well informed?” 
 
    “Yes!” said Xetil, thumping the table for emphasis, for once aligned with Iyra. “Who exactly are your spies, Misteria?” Misteria smiled thinly and did not deign not to answer. 
 
    Kharmadon interrupted, “This is beside the point, except to give weight to the issue. What do we do about the free agent and Eld?” 
 
    Weeran spoke up. “While the doings of this free agent are certainly concerning, none of this is evidence of Eld’s meddling. After his defeat in Crotana we don’t even know if he is capable of meddling. Have any of you seen hide or hair of him since?” 
 
    Silence again. 
 
    “Well then. Do you have anything to prove Eld’s hand is behind this? Or is this more rank paranoia?” 
 
    “Belittle my concerns however you wish, Weeran, but how do you explain the player’s actions? He has escaped the labyrinth where none of our champions even made it out of the citadel. He has defeated a champion. He has traversed the length of the labyrinth and survived unscathed. He has even befriended the jade bears! How did he do all of this, if not with divine aid?” 
 
    “All admirable feats but none that required Eld’s aid to accomplish,” pointed out Turon. 
 
    “But we don’t know!” thundered Kharmadon, rising to his feet and slamming his clenched fists into the table for emphasis. “None of us can even see the wretched player!” 
 
    “That’s not quite true,” quipped Lok. “Xetil here saw—” 
 
    “You know that is not what I mean!” roared Kharmadon. 
 
    Succera yawned. “I vote we adjourn this council. This is a waste of time.” 
 
    “Yes,” seconded Xetil, glaring at Kharmadon. “I further move that we don’t reconvene until there is actual evidence of Eld. All in favour?” 
 
    Nods of assent quickly followed and the gods popped out of existence.  
 
    Iyra paused before leaving. She tilted her head in question. “I’m curious, Kharmadon, what did you hope to accomplish? You know as well as I do that our brethren will not act unless the need to do so is thrust in their face.” 
 
    Kharmadon merely grunted in response. 
 
    Iyra’s eyes widened. “You cannot actually believe that nonsense you were spouting? Eld alive?” She shook her head disbelievingly. “Poor Kharmadon, you still fear him, don’t you? After all this time.” 
 
    With a final pitying glance Kharmadon’s way, she disappeared, leaving the gigantic god and the Overseer staring at one another. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Back in her temple, Iyra’s smile faded. Kharmadon knew something. Something that spurred him to act precipitously—in a manner most unlike him—but something he would not share in hope of squeezing some advantage out of the knowledge. 
 
    How had the free agent escaped? She was sure it would have been through Crota. That the agent, through Eld’s agency, would obtain the undead’s cooperation. But he had not. Maybe, despite Kharmadon’s suspicions, Eld was not involved.  
 
    She needed to know more. Time perhaps to contact Misteria. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    As had become her custom, Sara spent her nights exploring the dead city, enjoying the rare moments of solitude. The commander had not been happy to let her wander alone but he had little grounds for argument. The city was barren, empty of life and threat. 
 
    It had been a dull few weeks. At first, Sara had woken up expectantly each morning, eagerly awaiting some sign of Kyran but as the days turned to weeks her enthusiasm waned, overcome by the monotony and tedium of long hours spent doing little. 
 
    Now her only pleasure were her long starlight walks. The night sky of this world was different from Earth’s. She tried hard not to think of her life there. It had brought her little joy and was best forgotten. Here her faith had been renewed and she had found her God. Divine Iyra was now her compass. The goddess had breathed new purpose in her. And for the first time in her life, Sara was happy, and she owed it all to Iyra. For whom she would do anything. Holding out the tracking crystal, she mused: even hunting down a man from her homeworld. 
 
    Sara had spent countless hours contemplating this mission. She knew little of the young man, other than he had tried to save her life. Selflessly so. Such a person, she reasoned, had to be inherently good. One who could not do otherwise than see her goddess’s benevolence. She was certain. And if at first, he hesitated, then she would convince him of it. And he would pledge allegiance to Iyra. It was for the best really. This world was savage and alone he would not survive. Iyra would nurture and shelter him under her wing. This was a betrayal, whispered a contrary voice inside her. It was not, she insisted stubbornly. She was repaying his sacrifice with a second chance of life, under Iyra’s glory no less. How could anyone not want that? Already she felt better.  
 
    A long mournful howl sounded in the forest. Sara pocketed the crystal and checked her bearings. She had wandered far tonight, lost in her thoughts. It was time to turn back. Leisurely she strolled back to the company’s camp. In her pocket, unnoticed, the tracking crystal began to pulse. Activated at long last. The free agent had left the labyrinth. 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    The three undead stood motionless, staring intently into the scrying table. On the labyrinth map displayed within it, a yellow dot pulsed its way gently over the causeway to the South Gate and then disappeared. 
 
    The trio exhaled in relief. Tyeliss, unable to bear the tension any longer, said, “He’s out.” 
 
    Aveyad murmured agreement, “But in a manner most unexpected.” 
 
    Zarr nodded. The player was full of surprises, unnervingly so. “And we still don’t know how he opened the Gate?” asked Zarr, raising the most troubling aspect of this again. How, without natural essence, had the agent managed the feat? Had they been deceived and was the elf a champion after all? 
 
    Tyeliss voiced Zarr’s suspicion. “How else, milord? He must be a champion and claimed Duruhl for his god’s demesne.” 
 
    Aveyad shook his head. “I’m not so sure. Only Xetil and Balkar’s domains are close enough for that to work. Balkar has never been that underhanded and Xetil… I doubt the elf’s and his karma align.” 
 
    “How then?” demanded Tyeliss. 
 
    “I don’t know,” admitted Aveyad. 
 
    Zarr was inclined to agree with Aveyad but couldn’t come up with a plausible explanation either. There was some crucial piece that they were missing. “And his convoluted path through the labyrinth? We don’t know what prompted it?” 
 
    Aveyad shook his head. “The western labyrinth is barren. There was little reason for the agent to go there.” 
 
    “Maybe he got lost?” suggested Tyeliss, half-joking. 
 
    Zarr frowned, it was little use speculating. However he had done it, the agent had escaped. And Zarr had to trust that the elf would hold to their bargain. He had sensed no deceit in the elf, he reminded himself.  
 
    But perhaps it was time to put other pieces in play. The undead might be confined to Crota but there were others who could act on their behalf.  
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    On all fours, Thoril Steinbear squeezed his bulk through the narrow confines of the tunnel. A little farther and he would be there. He looked up. The mushroom patch was just ahead. He licked his lips. He had not eaten for days. They had been on short rations since the start of the goblins’ latest campaign twenty days ago. 
 
    “Are we there yet, master?” asked Dhoven, his young apprentice. Ah, the impatience of youth. 
 
    “Nearly there, lad,” he said. He heaved, squeezed, pulled and then collapsed in exhaustion, having inched a whole metre forward. Dwarves were not meant for this, he groused. 
 
    “I told you, master, you should have left this task to me.” A pause. And when Thoril did not answer, “Are you stuck again, master?” Another pause. “Do you need help?” 
 
    Thoril gritted his teeth and grumbling under his breath about impertinent apprentices who could never stop talking, pulled himself into the secluded mushroom cave with one final heave.  
 
    He rolled over, panting for breath, brushing out dirt and debris from his ruined beard and closed his eyes to the sight of his apprentice slipping into the cave, none the worse for the wear. 
 
    Leaving the elder dwarf to rest, Dhoven moved to harvest the mushroom crop, one of the few tasks the two enchanters were suited to these days. The truth was that Dhoven was worried about the old man. Exiled from the dwarven council as a relic of a bygone era, the old enchanter was likely to fall in morose depression—if his attentive apprentice didn’t keep him distracted, giving him cause to grouse and feel useful.  
 
    Ever since the dwarves’ exile from their ancestral home, the noble art of enchanting had been in steady decline to the point, where the clan’s master enchanter was only good for scavenging mushrooms from secreted caves. 
 
    He paused. Did the cave just get brighter? Worriedly, he searched for the source—worrying what new horror would befall them. The light, he saw, was coming from the old dwarf. “Master,” he whispered urgently, “you’re glowing!” 
 
    The old dwarf, his eyes still closed, said, “Eh? What nonsense are you on about now, lad?” 
 
    His eyes opened, then widened in shock, peering down at his chest. It was not actually the dwarf that was glowing, but the pendant he always wore. The pendant of the grandmaster of the Duruhl Order of Enchanting, passed down for millennia.  
 
    “What does it mean, master?” asked Dhoven. He knew of the pendant’s importance, knew that whatever had caused it to glow must be significant. 
 
    “It means,” said the old dwarf, smiling and with eyes brimming tears, “that the golems have been awakened. It means… that we can go home.” 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Here ends Volume II of the Gods’ Game. 
 
    Kyran’s journey in Myelad continues in Volume III: Sovereign. 
 
    Coming Soon. 
 
    I hope you enjoyed this book and would be grateful if you considered leaving a review. Click here to leave a review and share your thoughts.  
 
    Many thanks, Rohan!


 
   
  
 

 Afterword 
 
      
 
    Please take the time to leave a review on www.amazon.com and click here to subscribe to my mailing list, to receive news on future books in the series. 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  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Game Data 
 
      
 
    
     Aiken Profile (Condensed) as at the end of Volume II 
 
       
 
     Name: Aiken 
 
     Class: Player Companion 
 
     Race: Jade Great Bear (Elder Beast) 
 
     Level: 19 (cub) 
 
     Health: 380/380 
 
     Stamina: 1000/1000 
 
     Will: 1200/1200 
 
     Essence: 400/400 
 
       
 
     Attacks 
 
     Physical: 38 (blunt, slash). 
 
     Spell: 19 (earth). 
 
       
 
     Defences 
 
     Physical Defence: 28.5 
 
     Psi Defence: 47.5 
 
     Spell Defence: 33 
 
       
 
     Abilities (active): 
 
     Terrifying roar, Rending bite, Mauling attack, Stone dive, Healing wave. 
 
       
 
     Abilities (passive): 
 
     Earth immunity, Poison resistance, Jade Skin, Earth Sight. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Kyran Profile (Condensed) 
 
     Name: Kyran Seversan 
 
     Race: Elf 
 
     Combat Level: 20 
 
     Civilian Level: 19 
 
     Health: 200/200 
 
     Stamina: 500/500 
 
     Will: 1020/1020 
 
     Essence: 1200/1200 
 
       
 
     Attacks 
 
     Physical: 21.3 (slash). 
 
     Mental: 34.7 (psi). 
 
     Spell: 43.4 (fire). 
 
       
 
     Defences 
 
     Physical Defence: 22.2 
 
     Psi Defence: 20 
 
     Spell Defence: 20 
 
       
 
     Combat Skills (33 SP available) 
 
     Beast Bonding: 43.2 (17 base) 
 
     Body Control: 20.4 (10 base) 
 
     Light Armour: 14.4 (12 base) 
 
     Psionics: 34.7 (17 base) 
 
     Psi Armour: 0 
 
     Telekinesis: 26.5 (13 base) 
 
     Telepathy: 34.7 (17 base) 
 
     Will Regen.: 0 
 
     Air Magic: 35.7 (14 base) 
 
     Earth Magic: 43.4 (17 base) 
 
     Essence Regen.: 0 
 
     Fire Magic: 43.4 (17 base) 
 
     Supportive Magic: 30.6 (12 base) 
 
     Wands & Staffs: 0 
 
     Mystical garments: 0 
 
     Spellcasting: 43.4 (17 base) 
 
     Water Magic: 40.8 (16 base) 
 
     Longbow (Racial): 0 
 
     Longsword (Racial): 6.4 (8 base) 
 
       
 
     Civilian Skills (1 SP available) 
 
     Commander: 13.7 (19 base) 
 
     Feudal Lord: 0 
 
     Governor: 0 
 
     Mage Lord: 45.6 (19 base) 
 
     Scrying: 13.7 (19 base) 
 
     Travelling: 13.7 (19 base) 
 
     Nature Lore (Racial): 22.8 (19 base) 
 
       
 
     Vassals & Minions 
 
     Maximum allowed: 14 (20 base) 
 
     Current: 2. 
 
       
 
     Combat Abilities (7 AP available) 
 
     Novice: 
 
     Beast Bond, Extend Bond, Confusion, Boost Speed, Hold, Teleport (Object), Enrage Beast. 
 
     Truesight, Fire Dart, Slippery Ice, Grasping Roots, Fire Shield, Ice Wall, Earth Tremor, Poison Ward, Restore Health (Others), Freezing Hands, Shocking Hands. 
 
     Base: 
 
     Calm Beast, Mind Over Matter, Teleport (Self), Mind Shock. 
 
     Blend, Barkskin, Flaming Hands, Restore Health (Self), Water Armour. 
 
       
 
     Civilian Abilities (6 AP available) 
 
     Novice: 
 
     Travel (Self), Basic Scrying, Gather Plants, Detect Scrying. 
 
     Base: 
 
     Inspiring, Channel Essence, Show Hostiles, Show Portals, Show Plants (map), Shared Sight, Channel Novice Spells. 
 
       
 
     Equipped Items 
 
     Damaged set of Chitin armour (15 base armour). 
 
     Novice’s Training sword (15-20 base slash damage). 
 
     Bone shaman necklace (+2% earth magic). 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Gaesin Profile (Condensed) 
 
     Name: Gaesin Illineiros 
 
     Class: none.  
 
     Race: Half-Elf 
 
     Combat Level: 20 
 
     Civilian Level: 18 
 
     Health: 1680/180 
 
     Stamina: 450/450 
 
     Will: 520/520 
 
     Essence: 800/800 
 
       
 
     Attacks 
 
     Spell: 32.3 (water) 
 
       
 
     Defences 
 
     Physical Defence: 20 
 
     Psi Defence: 20 
 
     Spell Defence: 20 
 
       
 
     Combat Skills (10 SP available) 
 
     Essence Regen.: 0 
 
     Supportive Magic: 29.8 (17 base) 
 
     Wands & Staffs: 32.3(17 base) 
 
     Mystical garments: 0 
 
     Spellcasting: 0 
 
     Water Magic: 29.8 (17 base) 
 
       
 
     Combat Abilities (4 AP available) 
 
     Novice: 
 
     Restore Health (Others), Healing Aura, Restore Mind, Detect Magic, Slippery Ice, Ice Wall, Freezing Hands. 
 
     Base: 
 
     Ranged magical attack, Water Armour, Restore Health (Self). 
 
       
 
     Civilian Skills (0 SP available) 
 
     Scribe: 18.7 (18 base) 
 
     Lore: 18.7 (18 base) 
 
       
 
     Civilian Abilities (7 AP available) 
 
     Novice: 
 
     Scribe novice spells, Mimic novice ability. 
 
     Base: 
 
     Observe. 
 
       
 
     Equipped Items 
 
     Novices’ robes (5 spell armour). 
 
     Cat’s eye ring (night vision). 
 
     Shaman’s earth staff (1 base earth damage). 
 
     Bracelet of Magical Shield (Magic shield spell). 
 
     Spellcaster’s Ring (+15% wands & staffs). 
 
     Healing Wave scrolls x 15. 
 
     Minor healing salve. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Adra Profile (Condensed) 
 
     Name: Adra Maeko  
 
     Class: none.  
 
     Race: Wolven 
 
     Combat Level: 21 
 
     Civilian Level: 19 
 
     Health: 294/294 
 
     Stamina: 700/700 
 
     Will: 500/500 
 
     Essence: 500/500 
 
       
 
     Attacks 
 
     Physical: 25.4 (piercing) 
 
       
 
     Defences 
 
     Physical Defence: 25.1 
 
     Psi Defence: 21 
 
     Spell Defence: 21 
 
       
 
     Combat Skills (10 SP available) 
 
     Bows: 27 (18 base) 
 
     Light Armour: 27 (18 base) 
 
     Stealth: 29.7 (18 base) 
 
     Archery: 27 (18 base) 
 
     One-handed weapons (short): 11 (7 base) 
 
       
 
     Combat Abilities (3 AP available) 
 
     Novice: 
 
     Focused shot, Throw weapon, Ensnaring arrows, Stunning arrow, Flaming arrow. 
 
     Base: 
 
     Snipe. 
 
       
 
     Civilian Skills (1 SP available) 
 
     Mapping: 28.5 (19 base) 
 
     Camping: 28.5 (19 base) 
 
     Nature Lore: 28.5 (19 base) 
 
     Fletching: 19 (19 base) 
 
       
 
     Civilian Abilities (1 AP available) 
 
     Novice: 
 
     Physical Tracking, Hide Tracks, Create Map, Establish Camp, Early warning system, Gather plants, Encourage growth, Harvest beast remains, Craft arrows. 
 
     Base: 
 
     Read Map, Forage. 
 
       
 
     Equipped Items 
 
     Full set of studded leather armour (15 armour). 
 
     Steel shortsword (8-12 slash damage). 
 
     Wolven longbow (15-20 piercing damage). 
 
     Minor healing salve. 
 
   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 List of Gods, People & Places 
 
      
 
    Gods & their alignment 
 
    Auriel: Nature, animals, plants. 
 
    Balkar: Law, order, justice. 
 
    Eld: Empathic, benign (hunting owl banner). 
 
    Iyra: Healing, nurturing. 
 
    Kharmadon: Monsters, darkness, blood sacrifice. 
 
    Lok: Trickster, prankster. 
 
    Misteria: Magic, sorcery. 
 
    Succera: Seduction, decadence. 
 
    Turon: War, battle, courage, vengeance. 
 
    Weeran: Knowledge, wisdom. 
 
    Xetil: Domination, slavery (six clawed talon banner). 
 
    Zarayla: Outcasts, fools, loners, orphans, beggars. 
 
      
 
    People 
 
    Adra: Wolven, Kyran’s vassal. 
 
    Aiken: Jade great bear cub, Kyran’s companion. 
 
    Akila: Aiken’s dead brother. 
 
    Altara: Aiken’s dead brother. 
 
    Amdin: Dwarf, joint-leader of looters’ expedition into Crota. 
 
    Aveyad: Living dead, vampire lord, Eld’s former champion.  
 
    Curan: Human, joint-leader of looters’ expedition into Crota. 
 
    Deegan Jomane: Draconian, brother team leader. 
 
    Dhoven: Dwarf, apprentice enchanter. 
 
    Elasien: Human, magister, brotherhood leader. 
 
    Falsin: Half-elf, brother team leader. 
 
    Gaesin: Half-elf, Kyran’s vassal. 
 
    Griulen: Troll, Xetil’s follower.  
 
    Kyran Seversan: Elf, protagonist.  
 
    Lesh Spizaxla: Kend, Xetil’s champion. 
 
    Litalgyar: Troll, Xetil’s follower. 
 
    Lieutenant Bayle: Human, Iyran paladin.  
 
    Lieutenant Scelin: Human, Iyran paladin.  
 
    Mirien Tolyrandil: Elf, brotherhood member, Deegan’s apprentice. 
 
    Ruben Calistra: Human, leader of an Iyran paladin company. 
 
    Sara Milton: Human, Iyra’s champion. 
 
    Sergeant Amira: Human, Iyran paladin.  
 
    Sergeant Nolan: Human, Iyran paladin, killed by manticores. 
 
    The First: Unknown race, Iyra’s prime champion. 
 
    Thoril Steinbear: Dwarf, master enchanter. 
 
    Valindriul: Elf, king. 
 
    Tyeliss: Living dead, vampire death knight, Aveyad’s former vassal. 
 
    Yiralla: Unknown race, Xetil’s prime champion. 
 
    Yddreinth: Elder dragon. 
 
    Zarr Dwamenkor: Living dead, ancient lich, Eld’s former prime champion. 
 
      
 
    Places 
 
    Ashburn: town near Iltenial. 
 
    Bein Tor: capital of Kharmadon’s empire. 
 
    Craft Quarter: city quarter in Durn Duruhl. 
 
    Crota: capital of Crotana. 
 
    Crotana: Eld’s former mountain kingdom. 
 
    Dead cities: ruined remains of Crotana’s coastal cities. 
 
    Deepholm: capital of Labyrinth Deeps. 
 
    Durham: capital of Iyra’s Imperium. 
 
    Durn Duruhl: the Dwarven City in the southern Skarral mountains. 
 
    East Core: central cavern in eastern labyrinth, leads to Crota, dwarven mines. 
 
    East Harbour: oldest of the dead cities. 
 
    Elder Forest: oldest forest on Myelad in the heartland of Crotana. 
 
    Godshome: Gods’ home in the ether (spiritual realm) of Myelad. 
 
    Government Square: city quarter in Durn Duruhl. 
 
    Iltenial: city in Balkar’s commonwealth. 
 
    Labyrinth: Crotana underworld, the maze of tunnels beneath the Skarral mountains. 
 
    Labyrinth Deeps: Kyran’s domain. 
 
    Myelad: world of the Gods’ Game. 
 
    North Core: central cavern in northern labyrinth, leads to Wyvern Peak. 
 
    Redock: Lesh’s home in volcanic plains. 
 
    Sein River: major river in Crotana. 
 
    Shale valley: valley near the dead cities, with ford crossing over the Sein. 
 
    Silenheim: city in Weeran’s domain. 
 
    Silvermoor: capital of Balkar’s commonwealth. 
 
    Skarral Mountain: mountain range encircling Crotana on the north, south and west. 
 
    South Gate: essence powered gate from Durn Duruhl that leads to world above. 
 
    Springhill: fishing village just outside Crotana’s border. 
 
    Stonekeep: central keep of Durn Duruhl. 
 
    Tepani: forests in the deep south (Adra’s former home). 
 
    Wazrak: capital of Xetil’s domain. 
 
    West Core: central cavern in western labyrinth, leads to White Rock. 
 
    Wyvern’s Peak: location of secret exit from labyrinth. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 List of Abilities & Spells used 
 
    (AOE = area of effect). 
 
      
 
    Buffs 
 
    Barkskin: mutates caster’s skin, providing natural armour. 
 
    Blend: hides the caster within shadows. 
 
    Boost speed: increases caster’s speed. 
 
    Cloaking: stealth spell. 
 
    Divine shield: champion magical shield (personal, all damage blocked). 
 
    Fire shield: magical shield (personal, fire). 
 
    Fire ward: magical shield (over fixed area, fire). 
 
    Magic shield: magical shield (personal). 
 
    Mind over matter: increases body attributes. 
 
    Psionic shield: shield against psi attacks. 
 
    Rock bubble: magical shield (personal, all damage blocked). 
 
    Water armour: provides water-based physical armour. 
 
      
 
    Crowd Control (Disabling) 
 
    Calm beast: pacifies beasts (AOE). 
 
    Confusion: random mental debuff (AOE). 
 
    Containment field: imprisons target(s) (AOE). 
 
    Earth tremor: knocks down (AOE). 
 
    Enrage beasts: angers beasts (makes them hostile) (AOE). 
 
    Ensnaring arrows: immobilises (AOE). 
 
    Ensnaring spear: immobilises, bounces from target to target (AOE). 
 
    Freeze: freezes a single target. 
 
    Grasping roots: immobilises (AOE). 
 
    Hold: paralyses single target. 
 
    Ice wall: freezes. (AOE). 
 
    Manticore’s sting: paralysing melee attack. 
 
    Merciless gaze: paralysing ranged attack. 
 
    Slippery ice: causes targets to slip (AOE). 
 
    Stone tremor: variation of earth tremor (AOE). 
 
    Stunning arrow: stuns a single target. 
 
    Terrifying roar: terrifies and dazes (AOE). 
 
    Timestop: holds target(s) in stasis (AOE). 
 
      
 
    Damage 
 
    Double strike: fast double attack with dual wielded weapons. 
 
    Dragon fire: short-ranged flamethrower. 
 
    Fire dart: fire projectile. 
 
    Flaming arrow: arrow that does fire damage. 
 
    Flaming hands: touch-based fire damage. 
 
    Flaming talons: touch-based fire damage. 
 
    Flurry of blows: series of fast melee attacks. 
 
    Focused shot: ranged attack with increased accuracy. 
 
    Freezing bite: touch-based freezing damage. 
 
    Freezing hands: touch-based water damage. 
 
    Frost breath: short-ranged icy blast. 
 
    Holy fire: touch-based divine damage. 
 
    Ice bolt: ice projectile. 
 
    Mauling attack: melee attack with high probability of crushing inflict wounds. 
 
    Mind shock: psi projectile. 
 
    Poison sting: poisonous melee attack. 
 
    Poison ward: poisons hostiles within area when triggered (AOE). 
 
    Ranged magical attack: magic projectiles from wand or staff. 
 
    Rending bite: melee attack with high probability of inflicting bleeding wounds.  
 
    Rending talons: melee attack with high probability of inflicting bleeding wounds. 
 
    Shocking hands: touch-based shock damage. 
 
    Sky dive: aerial charge that does earth and physical damage (AOE). 
 
    Snipe: ranged attack targeting specific limbs. 
 
    Spinning kick: Blunt melee attack. 
 
    Starburst: divine projectile. 
 
      
 
    Healing 
 
    Divine heal: ranged healing. 
 
    Healing aura: regeneration (heal over time) (AOE). 
 
    Healing wave: heal allies around caster (AOE). 
 
    Restore health (others): touch-based heal. 
 
    Restore health (self): heal self. 
 
      
 
    Non-combat 
 
    Basic scrying: magical observation of a remote location. 
 
    Channel essence: form ley line between the caster and vassal. 
 
    Channel novice spells: cast novice spells through a vassal. 
 
    Craft arrows: produce arrows. 
 
    Detect scrying: magical observation detection aura. 
 
    Divine sense: hostile detection aura (unique to champions). 
 
    Divine truth: truth divining. 
 
    Early warning system: hostile detection ward. 
 
    Earth sight: track living organisms. 
 
    Harvest beast remains: harvest items from a creature. 
 
    Inspiring: energy regeneration aura. 
 
    Mimic novice ability: absorb learnt novice spells. 
 
    Observe: learn unknown spells and abilities. 
 
    Read map: absorb knowledge from a map. 
 
    Scribe novice spells: inscribe a novice spell within a scroll (single use). 
 
    Scrying barrier: magical observation barrier. 
 
    Shared sight: share vassal’s vision. 
 
    Show hostiles: hostile detection aura. 
 
      
 
    Summon 
 
    Aspect summoning: summons a manifestation of a god or demi-god. 
 
    Guarding elementals: summons elementals tasked to defend the caster. 
 
      
 
    Utility 
 
    Beast bond: tames beast (temporary). 
 
    Dragon leap: jumping ability. 
 
    Extend bond: extends the duration of a beast bond. 
 
    Shadow step: teleport through shadows. 
 
    Stone dive: teleport through earth. 
 
    Teleport (object): move an inanimate object. 
 
    Teleport (self): teleport through air. 
 
    True sight: penetrate illusions and see in the dark. 
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