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/ROOT/INTRODUCTION/

HELLO WORLD

Cryptomancer is a tabletop role-playing game
about hacking in a Tolkienesque high-fantasy setting. It is a
game that provides avenues for players to play fantasy char-
acters who attack and defend the confidentiality, integrity,
and availability of information systems that support king-
doms and factions. However, instead of adopting a “hack-
ing as combat versus technology” abstraction that so many
modern role-playing games adopt, Cryptomancer provides
an unglamorous and unapologetic take on information se-
curity. This game’s rules and setting are informed by real-life
information security principles, such as encryption and net-
work defense, as well as intelligence community concepts,
such as tradecraft and link analysis, all of which are present-
ed in a context that makes sense for a high-fantasy setting
rife with conflict and intrigue.

Throughout this book, players will be presented a
number of systems that their characters will likely be tasked
with either exploiting or defending at some point in their
adventures. While a security background is certainly not
necessary to play this game, those who do have this back-
ground (or an interest in the topic) will notice that many of
the systems in this fantasy setting are modeled after real life
systems (and in many cases, inheriting the same drawbacks
and vulnerabilities).

This is a game for the subset of people in the world
who thrive on creating and solving problems by making
systems do things that the creators of those systems never
imagined or anticipated. Rest assured, this is still a fantasy
role-playing game. Orcs shall be slain, spells shall be cast,
and loot shall be amassed. It’s just that between these quint-
essential gamer tasks, players might find themselves guessing
passphrases, defeating cryptosystems, and feeding misdirec-
tion into networks they have exploited. And maybe, just
maybe, this will be equally as fun.

Kill all the orcs, hack all the things.



/ROOT/INTRODUCTION/

OBLIGATORY RPG 101 SECTION

Cryptomancer adheres to a very traditional inter-
pretation of tabletop role-playing games (RPGs), which this
section will introduce. Even for those who are not new to
the genre, this section should prove useful, as we will be
defining terms used throughout the game rules and waxing
philosophic about RPG fundamentals.

What is an RPG? There are a million definitions
out there, but here’s the one we've settled on: it’s like when
children play pretend, but for grown-ups, and disputes are
settled by rules and dice rolls. Basically, people playing a
role-playing game are contributing to a shared imaginary
narrative, only it’s slightly more structured than what hap-
pens on the playground.

Players are the humans at the table, reading this
game’s rules right now. Players make decisions, roll dice, and
help narrate the outcome of events.

A session is where players sit down and start playing
the game and tell a collaborative story. A campaign is a series
of sequential sessions that tell a longer, episodic collabora-
tive story. A scene is a contained series of events that might
happen during a session, such as a specific battle, infiltra-
tion, interrogation, or exploration.

Setting or game world are used interchangeably
to describe the session or campaign’s imaginary universe, a
consensual creative work influenced by all the players.

Characters and actors are used interchangeably
to describe imaginary beings living in the setting or game
world. Actor is a generic term to describe all living (or un-
dead) things that take actions, while character is slightly
more specific, referring to more sentient actors (e.g. humans,
elves, dwarves, etc.). Each player dictates and narrates the
thoughts, emotions, actions, health, sanity, and effort of an
individual character, sometimes referred to as player charac-
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ter(s). By party, we refer to the group of player characters in
a session or campaign.

The Game Master (GM) is the person who prepares
adventures, manages all the characters, creatures, and events
in the world that aren’t controlled by players, and is essen-
tially god and creator to the game world. GM characters
include all the allies, patrons, rivals, major villains, and oth-
er bit-parts that round out the story’s cast. The GM is also
the referee as to what is possible and what is not, as well
as what the outcomes of conflict are. The GM and players
should always come to some level of consensus regarding
story events, but at the end of the day, the GM is the final
arbiter. Why? Because she spent all that time planning the
adventure. This sacrifice must be rewarded with “chief ed-
itor” rights regarding the consistency and direction of an
adventure. A campaign that a GM no longer wants to run
is a campaign that no one will be playing anymore. Alterna-
tively, a campaign that does not react to and reward player
choice defeats the purpose of role-playing, and all are better
off playing video games. The GM must continually strike a
balance between these extremes. It’s a tough job.

This game’s rules provide a framework for GMs to
antagonize players and for players to overcome the challeng-
es thrown at them by the GM. The primary goal of this
game is to have fun, be challenged, and tell a good story.

/ROOT/INTRODUCTION/
ADVENTURE, INTRIGUE,
AND HACKING THINGS

This game is designed to tell two types of stories
concurrently. The first story type is a character-centric Tolk-
ienesque dungeon-crawling romp. In this story, characters
destroy monsters, gradually gain power, amass treasure, and
eventually die, retire into politics, or become a lich. The sec-
ond story type is a tale of tradecraft, intrigue, espionage,
and information security. In this story, characters vie for po-
litical power, infiltrate factions, manipulate leaders, interro-
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gate captives, and defeat cryptosystems, all while constant-
ly staying one step ahead of determined assassins. Houses,
factions, and cults are the primary actors here, rising and
falling while individual characters are fed to the meat grind-
er. The skills, talents, and spells available to characters in
Cryptomancer emphasize both of these stories and the most
successful parties are those that embrace both stories. So
how is fun achieved in these disparate stories?

Let’s start with the dungeon-crawling romp. There
are hundreds, if not thousands, of games that fit this mold
and Cryptomancer doesn’t wish to deviate much from what
makes these games fun. Player satisfaction is derived when
player characters kill monsters, grow more powerful, devel-
op new skills, and amass treasure, typically in the form of
new weapons, armor, and magical artifacts. GM satisfaction
is derived when player characters overcome carefully con-
structed challenges (e.g. simple puzzles, less-than-fair fights,
difficult choices, etc.) that force players to think on their
feet. Both players and GMs derive satisfaction when all of
this is woven into a collaborative narrative, as opposed to
being presented as an imaginary obstacle course involving
fairly simple math. Discovery, wonder, immersion, choice,
and consequences are powerful narrative forces that keep
players coming back to the game (and the tabletop genre).
Enthusiastic players truly immersing themselves in their
player characters and owning the narrative, instead of just
being exposed to it, are what keeps GMs writing adventures.

What about that other story: the story of stealth,
espionage, and perhaps most neglected in RPG gaming, in-
formation security? There are hundreds of games that em-
phasize stealth and espionage, but arguably very few games
that represents information security as anything other than
an abstract form of combat or magic that works against
technology. Let’s focus on the stealth and espionage themes
before we jump into the information security aspect. In
games with these themes, player satisfaction is derived when
player characters develop plans to achieve objectives, evade
detection, and overcome the unexpected by thinking fast,
being creative, or resorting to violence as a last resort. Out-
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smarting, outflanking, and outmaneuvering GM characters
(if not the GM) is the ultimate player high in these types
of games. GM satisfaction is derived when plot twists or
devious GM characters pull a fast one on unsuspecting play-
er characters, players epically fail mundane rolls which turn
smooth operations into violent comedies of error, and also
when secrets are finally revealed (typically leading to more
secrets). Both players and GMs derive satisfaction from the
continual cycle of tension and release (e.g. secret and discov-
ery, imprisonment and escape, stealth and detection, etc.).

This game does not insist on any particular distri-
bution of dungeon crawl vs. spy thriller. Instead, it presents
game mechanics that make it virtually impossible for any
player character to be ineffective in either of these stories.
Is everyone at the table up for infiltrating a secret organiza-
tion or killing some monsters? Doesn’t matter: every player
character will have a set of skills and talents contributing to
those styles of play. Every player character will be a valued
member of the party.

Finally, lets figure out information security in a
role-playing game context. Information security is about
protecting the confidentiality, integrity, and availability of
information systems. Confidentiality is the concept of need-
to-know: only those actors with a demonstrated need-to-
know can access the information of a system. Integrity is
the concept of ensuring that those with a need-to-know can
trust the information of a system. That is, they can be sure
that the information is accurate and not modified by mali-
cious actors. Availability is the concept of ensuring that an
information system works when it is needed. That is, the
users of an information system can rely on said system to
be in working order when they most need it, and not worry
about critical outages at the moment of truth.

The value of information security is pretty clear in
science fiction settings. Characters hack into databases to
discover secrets (abusing confidentiality), trick surveillance
cameras into displaying loops (abusing integrity), and deac-
tivate automated security systems that might impede their
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progress (abusing availability). So how does Cryptomancer
translate these concepts into a high fantasy setting?

This game presents a Tolkienesque fantasy world
where long distance communication and secret communi-
cation are extremely important to the success of any group,
faction, or kingdom. Multiple options for both long dis-
tance communication and secret communication are woven
into the game’s setting and supported by simple rules. More
importantly, all of these communication methods can be
attacked and defended in a number of different ways, all
elaborated upon in this game’s rules, and all based on actual
historical information security principles, ranging from an-
cient Roman ciphers, to World War II counterintelligence,
to the invention of public-key cryptography in 1970’s.

There is no “hacking” or “information security”
skill available to characters by design. That’s because instead
of rolling dice and saying “I hack the things,” players will
instead be saying “I will use the keyphrase I interrogated out
of our prisoner to impersonate him and send a message to
his comrades to meet at the old windmill, where our trap
will be set.” Or “I cast the Babel spell to encrypt my voice
into meaningless babble, so that when I cast Maze to en-
crypt that doorway, rendering it impassible, I don’t have to
worry about eavesdroppers overhearing and replaying my
secret keyphrase.” Or “I replace the noble’s cryptolocked
chest with a facsimile. When he touches it and thinks the
passphrase to open it, that passphrase will be transmitted to
me, and I will use it to open the real chest.” Or “I use the
Shardscape to offer all of my wealth to anyone who responds
to me using my true name, but instead provide the go-
lem’s true name. When hundreds of people reply, it should
DDOS the golem and force the cryptoadmin to respond to
that, making them less likely to notice the other actions I am
taking on their shardnet.”

Hopefully we've convinced you that this is a new
kind of game about security, but if you still have doubts,
jump to the “Cryptomancy” or “Cryptosystems” chapters to
dig into it.




/ROOT/INTRODUCTION/

WINNING AND LOSING,
BUT MOSTLY LOSING

There really isn't much use for “winning” or “los-
ing” in a role-playing game. The goal is to have fun and tell
a story, and that may involve characters succeeding at their
goals or dying miserably trying. A good story doesn’t always
have a happy ending. Sometimes our favorite characters die
and sometimes success is just out of reach. However, this
only makes a story all the more satisfying when our favorite
characters (what's left of them) finally triumph.

As long as a player feels as if her character’s deci-
sions and actions were meaningful, and that her character’s
demise had some type of forewarning (and course-correct-
ing options), then it is OK if a player character dies. A player
may opt to have her character hold the line against a wave
of invaders, knowing the effort is futile and death is certain,
but also knowing that is what the character would do. A
player character suddenly, and without warning, catching an
arrow in the throat on the way to the market is neither fair
to a player nor is it good storytelling.

While on the topic of death: players and GM
should come to some type of agreement as to the lethality of
a campaign, or a single game session, before play begins. By
lethality, we mean the likelihood that a player character will
actually die during game play. Below are some examples of
lethality that players and GMs can discuss and agree upon
before a campaign or session begins.

High Lethality: in this style of game, the players
and GM follow a strict interpretation of the rules (which err
on the side of quite lethal), and players should not expect
party-saving plot twists (e.g. the cavalry has arrived) to get
them out of a jam. The dreaded “total party kill,” where all
the player characters are wiped out, is a feasible scenario.
The GM is not out to kill or punish player characters, but
can be as cruel as Nature when bad decisions are made, clues
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are ignored, and omens are not taken seriously. To take the
sting out of losing a character, the GM may ask the players
to make a secondary character in advance: a character who
is a bit-actor in the story but rises to prominence (and player
control) once the primary character dies. Especially lethal
and unforgiving games can be a lot of fun if everyone at the
table is on board with the idea. We point to the new wave of
brutal Rogue-like computer games for inspiration.

Low Lethality: in this style of game, the players still
follow a strict interpretation of the rules, but the GM eases
up on the challenge when the player characters are under
extreme duress. Party-saving plot twists (e.g. the warlord
decides to show mercy) are not a guarantee, but should be
thrown the players’ way if they’'ve made an honest attempt to
avoid suicide missions. When player characters are march-
ing towards deadly situations, the GM should periodically
break the fourth wall and confirm “Are you sure you want
to do that? It might be very dangerous.” If players persist,
then theyve been duly warned and understand that char-
acters must take precautions to avoid death. These types of
games tend to be more appropriate for players really into the
storytelling and exploration elements of tabletop role-play.

Regardless of the agreed upon lethality, Crypto-
mancer is a pretty dark setting and includes mechanics con-
ducive to a thematic death spiral. It’s only a matter of time
until the oppressive powers that be wipe the heroic player
characters off the map. This is by design. Cryptomancer
is a game about resisting and evading an omnipotent and
oppressive regime of assassins, meddlers, and political pup-
pet-masters. When it comes to the player characters’ efforts
against this existential threat, Cryptomancer takes more
cues from H.P. Lovecraft and George Orwell than it does

J.R.R. Tolkien.




/ROOT/INTRODUCTION/

A HEADS UP REGARDING
MATURE CONTENT

It should be noted early that this game contains
some themes intended for a mature audience, including
fantasy violence, monster horror, body horror, bug horror,
and sadistic characters and creatures that kill because they
think it is fun. While this game is not meant to be a horror
game, there are some tropes of fantasy role-playing, such
as zombies, giant spiders, and necromancers that appear in
this game and might be unsettling to folks. The intent is
to create evil and awful fantasy antagonist that the players
really hate, root against, and destroy, not to offend or gross
out our readers.

There are also some themes regarding relations be-
tween humans, elves, and dwarves that purposely allude to
real life conversations and tensions associated with race. The
intent here was to be introspective about the fantasy genre’s
weird relationship with race and racism and The Other, as
well as inject an element of tension that can manifest when
things are going really badly for characters in the game.
There are also themes regarding the use, abuse, and trade of
a fantasy drug-equivalent called soma. This is simply to add
an element of underworld drama, and is neither an endorse-
ment for nor a rebuke of drug use of any kind.

/ROOT/INTRODUCTION/

PRONOUNS ARE HARD

We will be using feminine pronouns by default
throughout this book, pivoting from the cryptomancer on
the booK’s cover, unless specifically referencing a male char-
acter or player.



/ROOT/INTRODUCTION/

DoN’T MIND US

You'll also notice that we're comfortable with a
strong author’s voice saying exactly how we feel about stuff.
We'll do this very little during the fictional world building
sections of the game, as to not break immersion. However,
you'll see a lot of it during discussions of the game’s me-
chanics and how to play Cryptomancer. When you hear
the author’s voice coming through, it is because we wish to
articulate the intent of what were trying to accomplish the-
matically and as game designers. Intent is powerful: if you
understand the intent or spirit of rules, youre equipped to
manage situations that inevitably arise where the rules don’t
exactly cover a fringe scenario that comes up during play.

/ROOT/INTRODUCTION/

TEACHING VS REFERENCE

Every once in a while, we'll allude to a rule or a
concept that we haven't entirely introduced yez. We've en-
deavored to be very thoughtful regarding the order in which
we introduce Cryptomancer’s rules and concepts, building a
strong foundation before layering on the nuances that com-
pose any role-playing game. Sometimes, however, we have
no choice but to put the cart before the horse. For example,
we'll at one point reference a character talent that makes a
character particularly good at casting magic spells, without
first explaining how magic spells work. This was not an acci-
dent.

The challenge of writing a role-playing game is that
it must simultaneously be a teaching manual as well as a
reference. To maintain the reference power of this book (i.e.
the ability to look up stuff quickly and easily), we've had to
periodically, but rarely, reference rules that haven't yet been
tully zaught. When the book is consumed in its entirety, it
makes perfect sense. However, we thought you deserved a
warning in advance in case you hit a snag.




/ROOT/INTRODUCTION/CD
/ROOT/CD SETTING OVERVIEW
/ROOT/SETTING OVERVIEW/LS

-RW-RW-R-- BEEN THERE, DONE THAT..
-RW-RW-R-- THE MYTHIC AGE IS DEAD
-RW-RW-R-- THE THREE REALMS . ... ittt i s
“RW-RW-R-- THE SHARDSCAPE. ... ittt ittt i s s
-RW-RW-R-- THE RISK EATERS
SRW-RW-R-- ON THE RUN. ... it i s s s s s s s

-RW-RW-R-- THE NETWORK IS THE NEW DUNGEON....... ' 25

SET TINS DIWVERUIESLD






/ROOT/SETTING OVERVIEW/

BEEN THERE, DONE THAT

The Cryptomancer setting is in many ways a bog
standard fantasy setting with all the usual stuff we've come to
expect from the genre: medieval kingdoms, elves, dwarves,
monsters, and magic. This was a specific design choice. We
want players to feel comfortable with the setting and bank
on typical fantasy genre expectations so they can really dig
into the information security elements that actually make
this game unique. That’s not to say we've been slouches on
the world building aspect of game design or intend our set-
ting to be boring. We hope you agree. The remainder of
this chapter gives an executive summary of the things in the
Cryptomancer world that really matter, including the big
meta-story that permeates all things in the setting: the Risk
Eaters. We certainly elaborate more on all these things in
later chapters, so treat this chapter as our pitch.

/ROOT/SETTING OVERVIEW/

THE MYTHIC AGE 1S DEAD

Throughout the rest of this book, there will be ref-
erences to the Mythic Age and the Modern Age. The Myth-
ic Age was when everything in the Cryptomancer setting
conformed to fantasy genre tropes. Elves were forest-dwell-
ing mystics, dwarves were mead-swilling warriors, wizards
chucked fireballs, dragons terrorized everybody, and epic
battles occurred at a regular cadence. At least that's what
people think happened. The history of the Mythic Age has
been rewritten and re-interpreted by so many scholars that
it is hard to say what’s history and what’s propaganda.

The past is complicated, but not as complicated as
the present, also known as the Modern Age. Things are con-
siderably less epic and more existential than they used to be.
The dwarves have become Medici-like merchants, the elves
have become expansionist industrialists, and the humans
struggle to maintain decaying feudal and caste systems in
an era of information and social networks. The advent of
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the Shardscape, the magical equivalent of the real world’s
Internet, has been absolutely disruptive to society. Technol-
ogy, society, and identity are transforming much faster than
the medieval mindsets of this game world can comfortably
manage.

/ROOT/SETTING OVERVIEW/

THE THREE REALMS

The world of Cryptomancer is divided into three
distinct but overlapping realms: Subterra, Sylvetica, and

Sphere.

Subterra, the realm of dwarves, is a continent un-
derground. Dwarves and the other Subterran races have
carved vast empires out of earth and stone. Subterran cities
glimmering by gem and torchlight are separated by abyssal
chasms, rivers of lava, and labyrinthine networks of bleak,
black tunnels. Subterra is at once wildly magical and rigidly
logical. The ruins of fallen dwarven houses are just as likely
to contain cursed relics and summoning circles as they are
rotting codebooks and rusty codebreaker engines.

Sylvetica, the realm of elves, is a boundless prehis-
toric forest creeping onto and constricting human society.
Elves and other Sylvetic races have used magic and genius
to warp the forest. Impossibly complex lattices of vines and
helices of trees protect solemn grottoes and bustling fortress-
es alike. The depths of the forest are illuminated by glowing
bugs, glistening moss, and rare pillars of sunlight breaking
through the dense canopy above. Sylvetica is oppressively
vibrant, saturating the senses with the sights, scents, and
sounds of myriad forms of flora and fauna vying for survival.

Sphere, the realm of humans, is a complex and in-
terconnected network of city-states. City-states bustle with
activity and are home to many races. The booming human
population is only checked by dangerous infrastructure proj-
ects and periodic warfare. Though it is primarily concentrat-
ed in coastal regions and temperate climes, Sphere’s tentacles
(be they alliances or supply chains) stretch deep into the
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realms of Subterra and Sylvetica. In fact, by “Sphere,” hu-
mans refer to the “global” planet, thus rejecting the ancient
division of the realms that provided relative harmony for
millennia.

/ROOT/SETTING OVERVIEW/

THE SHARDSCAPE

Shards are magical Subterran crystals that allow
mortals to project their thoughts over long distances to oth-
ers who possess shards cut from the same crystal. It has done
for the fantasy world of Cryptomancer what the telephone
and Internet have done for the real world: connect disparate
parties over long distances and revolutionize how things like
business, relationships, identity, affiliations, politics, and
warfare work. Despite its pseudo-medieval technology and
trappings, the world of Cryptomancer is connected. Mortals
communicate over vast distances and conspire in secret.
Business deals are struck and alliances are forged by persons
who have never met face to face. The movement of product
and the movement of troops are choreographed by shard-
casters sometimes thousands of miles away from the market
or the battlefront.

Like today’s Internet, the Shardscape faces a num-
ber of challenges, primarily security and privacy. Commu-
nicating secret battle plans, planning coups, and outflank-
ing business rivals via shard is all well and good until an
adversary intercepts the message. This problem set led to
the advent of cryptomancy: the magical application of cryp-
tographic concepts to protect communications transmitted
over potentially hostile networks. By using “keyphrases”
that transmute messages into incomprehensible babble, ac-
tors could be assured that only the intended recipient who
knows the keyphrase could view the message. The secure
management of keyphrases and the selection of strong, un-
guessable keyphrases is a problem set still being figured out
by cryptomancers across the world, but this discipline has
generally secured communication against all but the most
dedicated adversaries.
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Perhaps the most important result of shards is per-
vasive communication between the noble races of the three
realms. Human, dwarf, and elf alike all remained relative-
ly cloistered throughout the Mythic Age. Each culture was
profoundly different and relations were necessarily strained.
The Shardscape changed everything: a human in a city-state
can communicate instantly with an elf deep in the forest or
a dwarf deep underground. They can trade stories and infor-
mation, and commiserate over common events and injus-
tices. They can develop kinships and rivalries that transcend
local politics and carry out dialogues away from the watch-
ful eye of authorities. They can learn from each other but
also discover new reasons to despise each other. What occurs
in the Shardscape is as important, if not more important,
than anything that is happening in the physical space.

The connectivity provided by the Shardscape may
have transformed the world of Cryptomancer for the better
in many ways, but has also introduced new risks that no
kingdom or faction was ready for - save for the Risk Eaters.

/ROOT/SETTING OVERVIEW/

THE RISK EATERS

Though not without their occasional catastrophe,
the civilizations of Subterra and Sylvetica have proven to be
enduring and sustainable. The civilization of Sphere, how-
ever, has fluctuated violently between global harmony and
near extinction. Humankind’s tendency for the extreme is
due to its global imagination and its convergence of magic
and methodologies that have remained separate since the
beginning of time.

Sphere is the gateway between Subterra and Syl-
vetica. Humankind has been the broker of commerce and
communication between these realms for centuries. This
strategic position enabled humankind to adopt Subterran
and Sylvetic modes and combine them in innovative ways.
Smiths schemed of products made of Sylvetic raw materi-
als and mass produced through Subterran manufacturing
methods. Traders charted Subterran tunnels to bypass weeks
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of toil through Sylvetic wilderness. Generals used elven ag-
riculture to feed massive armies campaigning throughout
food-scarce Subterra and used the dwarven shardnets to out-
flank elven warbands on their home turf in Sylvetica. The
Shardscape, in particular, would be the key to a great trans-
formation of Sphere. Humankind used this discrete martial
magic for something it was never intended for: commerce.

The realm of humans was rapidly and irreversibly
transformed. Once a handful of disparate kingdoms vying
for power, Sphere became a vast network of city-states in-
terconnected and tightly coupled through markets, supply
chains, and complex political intrigues, all facilitated by the
Shardscape. Humans, the most brutish of the great races,
became just as sophisticated as the others.

Complexity had a downside, however. Local di-
sasters became regional disasters, regional disasters became
global disasters. Plagues, orcish hordes, zombie epidem-
ics, dragon raids, and other disasters had cascading effects
that reverberated throughout the three realms. Raiders,
germs, and panic traveled through supply chains just as
rapidly as raw materials, finished goods, and coin. Com-
promised shardnets resulted in market manias and lopsided
wars. Frontier colonies, connected to the mainland only by
shards, blinked out of existence, never to be heard again.
Humankind’s folly was spilling into the other realms.

Powerful human, elven, and dwarven interests be-
gan to recognize Sphere’s growing instability as a threat to all
three realms. From these interests, a cabal of powerful mages
called the Risk Eaters deigned to be the realms’ caretakers
and rule from a towering monolith constructed and main-
tained by cryptomancers. They receive information about
the world’s events through a secret army of spies that, us-
ing the Shardscape, feed enormous amounts of information
into ancient dwarven decision engines designed to detect
and anticipate global risk. More than once, the Risk Eaters
have had to alter a fate only known to them, and they have
done so through assassinations, puppet regimes, secret mas-
sacres, market manipulations, and as a last resort, leveling
entire city-states with chain lightning and cascading hell fire
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cast from atop their spire. Those who would dare to upset
the delicate balance they have achieved chance the wrath of
an all-knowing and all-seeing entity with limitless resources
and unmatched aggression.

Still, some do dare to upset the delicate balance:
they succeed through secrecy, deception, and most impor-
tantly, cryptomancy.

/ROOT/SETTING OVERVIEW/

ON THE RuN

The reign of the Risk Eaters is oppressive. Nov-
el ideas are isolated and erased. Revolutionary leaders are
hunted down and exterminated. However, the Risk Eaters
don’t reserve their intervention for current threats to the sta-
tus quo: they also act aggressively against potential future
threats. When those ancient dwarven decision engines fore-
cast a future that the Risk Eaters deem undesirable, agents
are dispatched to alter the course of events through any
means necessary. Suddenly, strong alliances are shattered by
betrayal, revered leaders are steeped in scandal, future heirs
are abruptly stillborn, and seemingly unremarkable and
apolitical people vanish without a trace.

For too long, the most oppressive regimes, unscru-
pulous merchants, and disturbing cults have endured de-
spite popular uprisings and movements led by virtuous lead-
ers. Just when it seems that justice and reason will prevail,
the forces of change are dismantled abruptly, overcome by
infighting, or decapitated through assassination, as if there
is an invisible hand protecting the powers that be. It is dif-
ficult to prove that the Risk Eaters are behind such acts and
even more difficult to publicly accuse them. Still, there are
factions and families throughout the three realms seething
with anger over these violations. Open aggression would be
suicide. What these groups can do, however, is offer protec-
tion and aid to those who frighten the Risk Eaters the most.

Player characters in Cryptomancer are heroic char-
acters who are on the run from the Risk Eaters. How and
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why they earned the wrath of the Risk Eaters can vary wildly.
Perhaps they witnessed something they were not supposed
to see, like a village massacre or a back room deal between a
regent and a shadowy agent. Perhaps they unwittingly dis-
rupted years of Risk Eater machinations by supporting the
wrong ally or thwarting the wrong foe. Most likely, however,
the player characters have no clue why they are hunted by
this regime. For whatever reason, the Risk Eaters have deter-
mined they are a future threat: genocidal despots, topplers
of kingdoms, inventors of disruptive technology, prophets
of a rebellious religion, and so forth. The irony is that per-
haps the Risk Eater’s decision engines were wrong about the
characters. Perhaps they were never a threat to either the
Risk Eaters or that organization’s preferred future. Howev-
er, by lashing out against the player characters, they may
have actually transformed a possible threat into a guaranteed
threat.

Whatever the case, the players begin play on the run
from the Risk Eaters and working for a patron who provides
them protection and a private shardnet of their own. The
player characters will spend much of their existence hunted
by spies and skilled assassins. Between secret meetings and
frantic fights for survival, the player will also be caught up
in pedestrian political squabbles by powers unaware of, or in
denial of, Risk Eater manipulation.

Cryptomancer reinforces this metaplot through a
game mechanic called 7isk. The specifics of this game me-
chanic will be discussed in the game rules, but to summa-
rize: when the player characters’ actions generate enough
risk, the Risk Eaters abruptly come out of the woodwork
and assail them. The players do not know exactly how much
risk will trigger a Risk Eater attack. What's worse: there are
game options for the players that actually tempt them to
generate risk (e.g. allowing a player to reverse the outcome
of a failed die roll). Rest assured, this game world’s scariest
adversary will show up at the player characters’ door, and
likely at the worst possible time.
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/ROOT/SETTING OVERVIEW/

THE NETWORK IS
THE NEW DUNGEON

Cryptomancer is a role-playing game about ex-
ploring networks, not just dungeons. Your characters will
be discovering, exploring, and manipulating different types
of networks, including social networks (e.g. guilds), infor-
mation networks (e.g. private shardnets), and infrastructure
networks (e.g. supply chains). The world of Cryptomancer
cannot be articulated by a map. Instead, it must be thought
of as a vast network of links (i.e. relationships) that connect
nodes (i.e. persons, places, or things).

Networks are intuitive in life and in storytelling.
The members of a dwarven noble house, for example, are
linked by familial ties, secrets, and pacts. The agents of a co-
vert cell are linked by safe houses, secret gestures, and shared
keyphrases. Allied city-states are linked through roads, trade
agreements, and hatred of a common foe. In any network,
these links can be a source of strength or a point of vul-
nerability. Players will need to enumerate the links of these
complex systems in order to be able to effectively attack or

defend them.

Tools will be provided throughout this game to
help think about fantasy gaming in this non-traditional way
and even begin to map out social, information, and infra-
structure networks by hand. We are convinced it will help
players and GMs organize all the scheming, machinations,
and betrayal we've come to expect from fantasy epics (not
to mention hacker stories). That being said, this is definite-
ly a fantasy role-playing game. Dungeons are cool, and so
is killing monsters, amassing fat loot, and squealing when
someone rolls a crit. We got that covered, too. Promise.

Now steel thyself for some crypto.
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/ROOT/CRYPTOMANCY/

CRYPTOGRAPHY 101

The goal of this chapter is to give a brief introduc-
tion to the most fundamental concepts of cryptography. This
is done to give players and GMs a foundation in cryptogra-
phy so that they can see how these concepts were applied in
the design of Cryptomancer, and how they apply to actually
playing the game. While this section should provide play-
ers and GMs all the cryptography background they need to
play this game, we definitely encourage further study on the
topic, if only because we believe that cryptography is the key
to individual privacy and a free society.

/ROOT/CRYPTOMANCY/

SYMMETRIC ENCRYPTION

A message is exactly what it sounds like: a message.
For example, a message from Alice to Bob might be, “Hello,
Bob! I think youre swell.” This message is written in clear-
text: that s, it is written in a way that anyone who can read
English can understand. Simple enough.

But what if Alice and Bob want to communicate in
secret? What if Chuck is in the room, and Alice doesn’t want
Chuck to know that she thinks Bob is swell? Alice and Bob
need cryptography. Alice and Bob settle on a cipher: a math-
ematical thingy that transforms clear-text into cipher-text.
Cipher-text is basically jumbled nonsense. The cipher-text
for “Hello, Bob! I think you're swell” might look and sound
like “Udheo, Peo! E nriln wty’zq oprtw,” depending on the
key.

A key is a secret word or number that works in con-
junction with the cipher to predictably transform specific
clear-text into specific cipher-text, and vice-versa. Convert-
ing clear-text into cipher-text is known as encryption, while
converting cipher-text to clear-text is known as decryption.
In the most basic form of cryptography, known as symmet-
ric encryption, a single key can be used to either encrypt
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or decrypt a message. That means that Alice can encrypt a
message with a key, in this case, the word “elephant,” and
Bob can decrypt the message with that same key. Of course,
if Chuck knew the key, he could do the same thing, but
unfortunately for him, Alice and Bob agreed on the key “el-
ephant” before he walked into the room.

If youre getting stuck on how “elephant” trans-
forms “Hello, Bob! I think youre swell” into “Udheo, Peo!
E nriln wty'zq oprtw,” that’s OK! You don’t have to under-
stand the underlying mathematics behind that transforma-
tion, and for the purposes of this game, it’s irrelevant. In real
life, the math behind cryptography is so complex that it may
as well be magic, and that’s exactly how you should treat it
for the rest of this discussion.

/ROOT/CRYPTOMANCY/

ASYMMETRIC ENCRYPTION

What if Alice and Bob forgot to agree on a key be-
fore Chuck showed up? They certainly cant do it while he’s
in the room... he’ll overhear what key they agree on and
then be able to decrypt their secret messages to one another.
Now what? Enter asymmetric cryptography, also known as
public-key cryptography.

In asymmetric cryptography, a key is split into two
parts: a public key, intended to be advertised to everybody,
and a private key, meant to be kept secret. Unlike symmetric
cryptography, where a single key is used for both encryption
and decryption, and is known by both sender and receiver,
asymmetric cryptography is a little more interesting. A mes-
sage that is encrypted with a public key can only be decrypt-
ed by the associated private key. Conversely, a message that
is encrypted with a private key can only be decrypted by the
associated public key.

It sounds confusing at first, but it’s pretty simple. In
our scenario, Bob is wearing a T-shirt that has his public key
on it. That means that both Alice and Chuck can see it, but
it's not a big deal. Why? Because when Alice encrypts her

--MORE- -
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message with Bob’s public key, the only thing that can de-
crypt the message is Bob’s private key, which he ain’t sharing
with anybody (not even Alice). Now Alice can send messag-
es to Bob securely without Chuck intercepting the message,
but we still have a problem: Alice forgot to wear her public
key T-shirt! She can securely communicate to Bob, but how
is Bob supposed to securely communicate back? If he uses
his public key to encrypt the message, only he will be able
to decrypt it, and not Alice. That won’t work. If he uses his
private key to encrypt the message, then anyone who knows
his public key (which is written on his T-shirt) can decrypt
it, which means Chuck will be able to intercept the message.
That won't work either.

No worries: Alice is a cryptohead. Her message to
Bob was “Lets bring it back to symmetric cryptography:
our key will be the word ‘elephant,” and she encrypted this
message using Bob’s public key, so only he could decrypt the
message with his private key. Bob gets the message loud and
clear, and then sends back the message “Nice work, Chuck
will never know,” encrypted with the key “elephant.” For the
rest of the conversation, both Alice and Bob use “elephant”
as their key, unbeknown to Chuck. What a sucker.

To summarize:

*  Encryption is the process of converting clear-text to ci-
pher-text: “Hello, Bob! I think youre swell” ---> “Ud-
heo, Peo! E nriln wty’zq oprew.”

*  Decryption is the process of converting cipher-text
to clear-text: “Udheo, Peo! E nriln wty’zq oprtw” --->
“Hello, Bob! I think you're swell”

* In symmetric cryptography, one shared key does both
encryption and decryption.

* In asymmetric cryptography, each key is broken into
a public and private key pair. If a message is encrypt-
ed with a public key, it can only be decrypted with its
associated private key. If a message is encrypted with a
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private key, it can only be decrypted with its associate-
public key.

There is a LOT more to cryptography than these
basics, but to ensure that Cryptomancer remains relatively
accessible to all players, we developed Cryptomancer’s cryp-
tosystems to be built around these core concepts. You may
see other cryptographic concepts hinted at throughout the
course of this game’s rules, and we certainly invite players
and GMs to develop their own cryptosystems.

Lastly, you'll find that the security systems designed
for this game are inherently flawed. This is both a product
of design choice and as well as the reality of security de-
sign best articulated by Bruce Schneier: “Anyone, from the
most clueless amateur to the best cryptographer, can create
an algorithm that he himself cant break. It’s not even hard.
What is hard is creating an algorithm that no one else can
break, even after years of analysis.”! We encourage players
and GMs to exploit and abuse the security systems discussed
throughout the remainder of this game. In fact, if they don’,
they might not have as much fun as we hoped they would.

/ROOT/CRYPTOMANCY/

CRYPTOMANCY 101

Now that cryptography has been introduced, it’s
time to discuss cryptomancy: the magic of secrets and hid-
ing things in plain sight, the core tenet and differentiator of
this role-playing game.

In the Cryptomancer setting, cryptomancy has
been around as long as written languages have been around.
Though the aptitude to practice this art has always existed
in all sentient races, it was only when the dwarves discovered
its powers and principles that it began to flourish and be
utilized with regularity. We will be introducing how crypto-
mancy works on written language, like the kind written on
a scroll with a quill and ink. After those concepts are intro-
duced, we will provide a crash course on shards and shard-
nets, Cryptomancer’s equivalent to computer networks, and

--MORE- - 1Crypto-Gram, October 15 1998, Bruce Schneier
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then delve into how cryptomancy works in this venue.

At its most basic, cryptomancy encrypts a clear-text
message into cipher-text using a keyphrase, a string of ac-
tual (i.e. not made up) words from the human, dwarven,
or elven languages. That cipher-text can then only be read
as clear-text by those who know the keyphrase. Encryption
itself is simple: an actor raises a hand towards an instance of
clear-text, concentrates, and utters aloud a keyphrase. When
this happens, the clear-text magically jumbles into nonsensi-
cal symbols.

Decryption is even easier: the cipher-text automat-
ically transforms into clear-text in the eyes of anyone who
knows the keyphrase used to encrypt it. There is no “act”
of decryption: it’s instantaneous. In fact, one doesnt even
need to know that a specific keyphrase was used; so long as
one has heard, read, or uttered the keyphrase, in its entirety,
sometime during her lifetime, she will mentally decrypt the
message. In the decrypter’s mind, she will see the keyphrase
emerge from the jumble of nonsense in the form of magical
runes, right before the message transforms into clear-text.
That way, she will know what keyphrase was used to encrypt
the message, and can share it with others if she is so inclined.

Any literate sentient being can perform cryptoman-
cy at any time, but few are actually good at it. This is primar-
ily because of the challenges of choosing the right keyphrase
and protecting a keyphrase from unintended audiences.
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/ROOT/CRYPTOMANCY/
KEYPHRASES
(SYMMETRIC CRYPTOMANCY)

Any message encrypted with a keyphrase can only
be decrypted by that exact keyphrase.

A keyphrase is typically a random string of words
from the human, elven, or dwarven languages. Any actor
who has heard, read, or uttered a keyphrase instantly de-
crypts any message that was encrypted with the keyphrase.
Strong keyphrases are necessarily random nonsense: phrases
that no one would ever use in a normal conversation. Using
a keyphrase that is a common phrase allows anyone who has
heard the phrase to decrypt the message. For example, “don’t
look a gift-horse in the mouth” would be a weak keyphrase,
because most adults have heard this phrase before. Using
a keyphrase from a book allows anyone who has read that
book to decrypt the message.

However, sometimes that is exactly the point.
Someone might want to encrypt a message so that only cer-
tain audiences can read it. A secret message to like-minded
scholars might pull a keyphrase from a book that only a
select few have read in its entirety. Alternatively, a secret
message to people from a specific place might pull a key-
phrase from a local colloquialism unique to that place, so
that anyone from that place might be able to decrypt the
message (look up what a “shibboleth” is).

The risk lies in the lack of control and randomness
of that keyphrase. What if an adversary also read that book
or also heard that colloquialism during her travels? This is
one of the many reasons the Risk Eaters send their agents far
and wide throughout the realms: to absorb every tome, let-
ter, colloquialism, and memorable speech that might serve
as keyphrase material. In fact, the Risk Eaters have innumer-
able codebreakers whose only function is to absorb this key-
phrase material, as well as compose and read random strings
of words, in order to decrypt encrypted messages they en-
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counter in shardnets.

However, weak keyphrases can be used to the cryp-
tomancer’s advantage. An encrypted message asking agents
to meet at a secret location might leverage a weak keyphrase
purposely, knowing that an adversary is likely is decrypt this
message and plan an ambush. This presents an opportunity to
ambush the ambush. Unless, of course, the adversary knows
that those agents generally practice better tradecraft and key-
phrase discipline, in which case, the adversary might NOT
show up to the meeting to give the agents the false impression
that their communications remain secure, only to strike later.

Unless it is dramatically appropriate, players and
GMs need not actually articulate their keyphrases. It should
be assumed that unless otherwise specified, a keyphrase for a
specific cryptomantic task is strong and extremely difficult to
guess. Clues about a specific actor, such as where she is from,
what she reads, what she does, and who she knows, can some-
times allow an attacker to guess a keyphrase that actor might
use, but generally, this is a shot in the dark.

The greatest vulnerability of a keyphrase lies not in its
complexity, but rather how it is handled. Keyphrases must be
shared between parties, meaning that they must be short and
simple in order to be manageable. Keyphrases are also uttered
aloud when used to encrypt a physical message either writ-
ten on parchment or carved into rock or tree. Anyone within
earshot of this event can hear the keyphrase and be able to
decrypt the message. Further, anyone can be compelled to
give up a keyphrase against their will, either through torture,
threat, or having their minds read by an agent adept in inter-
rogation spells.
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/ROOT/CRYPTOMANCY/

TRUE NAMES AND SouL KEYS
(ASYMMETRIC CRYPTOMANCY)

A message encrypted with a true name can only be
decrypted by the soul key associated with that true name. A
message encrypted with a soul key can only by decrypted by
the true name associated with that soul key.

All mortals have a common name which they share
freely. In addition to this, they have true names: names they
only share with their closest friends, family, and allies. They
also have a soul key, a word so complex and powerful that it
literally stops time when it is thought of or uttered.

A true name is a perfectly unique name given to all
sentient beings at birth. By forces that are beyond mortal
comprehension, parents are simply incapable of giving their
child a true name that has already been used. Once the true
name is decided on, the child develops a corresponding soul
key: a mysterious word that only that child knows. True
names are typically only shared with children when they
have reached a level of maturity to understand the power
and responsibility that comes with a true name, but they
always possess that soul key. From a cryptomantic perspec-
tive, true names are powerful keyphrases that enable perfect
confidentiality: when a message is encrypted with an actor’s
true name, only that actor can decrypt the message with her
soul key.

Soul keys are words that defy logic and nature.
Actors don't exactly know their own soul keys: when they
evoke them, time stops and all within earshot enter a sud-
den trance. No one can hear or remember a soul key when
it is uttered, and no one knows why. What they do know
is that they are the only ones capable of decrypting a mes-
sage encrypted with their true name, and the mechanism
by which this occurs is their soul key. Inversely, an actor
can also evoke her soul key to encrypt a message, which can
only be decrypted by those who know her true name.
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Let’s take a moment to elaborate on the security that
the true name / soul key combination provides. If a true name
can decrypt an encrypted message, then the decrypter can be
100% confident that the message originated from the actor
who possesses this true name’s corresponding soul key. Alter-
natively, if an actor’s soul key can decrypt an encrypted mes-
sage, then that actor can be 100% confident that the message
originated by someone who knows her true name.

Given the perfect confidentiality associated with en-
crypting a message with a true name, why wouldn’t everyone
share their true names freely? There are a number of reasons:

e True name cryptography is not very convenient, especial-
ly when multiple parties of varying levels of trust are try-
ing to communicate with each other.

*  The more people that know one’s true name, the less se-
cure and private a message is that is encrypted with one’s
soul key.

*  Messages insist on responses. An actor is more likely to
read and act on a message intended solely for her, and
therefore is more easily lured into dangerous situations.

e  True names provide non-repudiation. Because the secu-
rity inherent to true names is absolute, someone cannot
deny her true name if caught responding to a message
encrypted with it.

e There are dangerous magic spells which require a caster to
know a victim’s true name. The fewer people who know
an actor’s true name, the less likely it is that the actor will
be on the receiving end of such spells.

It is for these reasons that most mortals guard their
true names carefully, and only share it with those they trust, or
under serious circumstances that require it. Sharing someone
else’s true name without permission is the equivalent of shar-
ing a friend or family member’s darkest secrets.

Note: when a character dies, her true name becomes
a common name and works like any old keyphrase.
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/ROOT/CRYPTOMANCY/

ENCRYPTION VERSUS ENCODING

One last item worth mentioning: encryption in
Cryptomancer only goes one layer deep. One cannot encrypt
a message that is already encrypted to create multiple layers
of encryption for a single message. This is a design choice
erring on the side of simplicity and insecurity. We want the
cryptography concepts of the game to be approachable to
people new to cryptography. We also want the game to be
full of cryptosystems that are strong but still exploitable by
those willing to do the work.

However, one can certainly encode the payload of
an encrypted message. If Alice and Bob agree that the word
“horse” refers to the local regent, and the word “hay” refers to
a drug called soma, then their communications might throw
off an adversary that knows their encryption keyphase but
hasn’t yet figured out that the phrase “the horse eats a lot of
hay” refers to the local regent’s drug problem.

/ROOT/CRYPTOMANCY/

SHARDS AND SHARDNETS

Shards are rare and wondrous polyhedral crystals
from the deepest mines of Subterra. When one of these crys-
tals is expertly cut into smaller shards of equal size, something
incredible happens: those who clutch one of these shards can
transmit their thoughts to others who clutch the other shards
in the set, which is called a shardnet. Further, this magical
property works regardless of the distance between each shard.
A shardcaster, one who uses a shard, in a clanhall under a
mountain can communicate instantly with another shard-
caster in an elven village a thousand miles away. Each shard-
cast will echo for a set time, slowly losing clarity until it fades
into background noise. This means that an individual shard-
caster can "check in" periodically, and receive shardcasts sent
in past tense, within certain limits. Shardcasts, also known
as “echoes” last a number of hours equal to the number of
shards composing a shardnet.
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Shards were the most profound discovery since
cryptomancy, but two realities have kept the expansion of
shardnets for everyday purposes in check. The first reality
is that the dwarves have a complete monopoly on the min-
ing, manufacturing, and distribution of shards. They fiercely
protect this commodity and only sell shards to the highest
bidder (typically human nobles and merchants), knowing
full well that shards are one of the last things keeping the
dwindling dwarves still relevant to the modern world. The
second reality is that using shards without strict cryptoman-
tic discipline is the surest and fastest way to hemorrhage
secrets to the enemy. If just one shard in a shardnet is com-
promised by an opposing force, be it an army or a politi-
cal opponent, then the transmissions of all shardcasters in a
shardnet can be intercepted.

Cryptomancy in shardnets works almost identically
to using it in the corporeal world. The primary exception is
that keyphrases and messages are thought instead of uttered
aloud. A shardcaster can grasp a shard, concentrate, and see
either all messages that were communicated in clear-text, or
were encrypted with a keyphrase that the shardcaster also
knows. She will also see the jumbled characters of encrypted
messages to which she does not know the keyphrase for. If
the shardcaster wishes to encrypt a message before sending
it, she raises her other hand to the shard, which will then
begin to glow, and thinks her keyphrase. Once the keyphrase
has been injected, and the shardcaster lowers her hands, the
shard will stop glowing, and all messages the shardcaster
sends will be encrypted with that key, until she injects a
new keyphrase or stops touching the shard altogether, which
ends her session.

The following pages demonstrate how keyphrases,
true names, and soul keys work over shardnets.
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CLEAR-TEXT DEMO

Alice holds a shard and thinks the Bob, holding a shard, sees the
message: “Hello, Bob.” message: “Hello, Bob.”
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Chuck, an eavesdropper, holds a
shard and sees the message: “Hel-

lo, Bob.”
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KEYPHRASE DEMO

Alice holds a shard, raises her
other hand, and injects the key-

phrase: “Gallows Goblets Gold.”

She then lowers her hand and
thinks her message “Hello, Bob.”

Bob, who knows the keyphrase
“Gallows Goblets Gold,” sees
the message: “Hello, Bob.”

Chuck, who does not know the
keyphrase ~ “Gallows  Goblets
Gold,” sees only jumbled ci-
pher-text.
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TRUE NAME DEMO

Alice holds a shard, raises her
other hand, and injects the key-
phrase:  “Robert,” Bob’s true

name.

Bob’s soul key decrypts the
message. He will no longer use
“Gallows Goblets Gold” as a
keyphrase.

She then lowers her hand and
thinks her message: “Let’s use a
different keyphrase in case Gal-
lows Goblets Gold is known by
our enemies.”
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Chuck, who knows Bob’s true
name, still cannot decrypt a mes-
sage encrypted with it. He sees
only jumbled cipher-text.
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SouL Key DEMoO

Alice thinks a message “How do
I know it’s actually you, Bob, and
not a pretender?”

Bob raises his hand and injects
his soul key, a word that only
his deep subconscious knows.
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He lowers his hand and thinks

the message: “It’s me.”
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Alice, who knows Bob’s true
name, sees that “Robert” decrypts
the message: “Is me.” She can
now be certain it is him.
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SURFACE SCRATCHED

We've only given a taste of what’s to come. Later in
this book, we will be extending the idea of shards consid-
erably, including the Shardscape (i.e. the Internet), golems
(i.e. web-proxies and firewalls), and a vast array of offen-
sive and defensive techniques. If you're reading this book
primarily to see information security interpreted through
a fantasy lens, you can skip ahead and jump straight to the
“Cryptosystems” chapter.

We will now be introducing the four prima-
ry groups that comprise the world of Cryptomancer: the
dwarves, the elves, the humans, and the Risk Eaters. Read-
ers who would rather dive into game mechanics and return
to setting materials later can proceed to the “Building the

Party” chapter.
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/ROOT/THE DWARVES/

OVERVIEW

The dwarves are the geniuses of Subterra. Since the
dawn of their race, dwarvenkind literally and figuratively
carved expansive kingdoms out of mountains, caverns, and
chasms, only leaving their Subterran demesnes to terrorize
the surface races or one another. War is in dwarves’ blood,
and when war changed, so did they.

The dwarves of myth were warriors whose prowess
in battle was only equaled by their prowess in penning and
singing epic tales of their conquests and boasting over mead
in great banquet halls. Clans hated and loved their rivals
in equal measure. A dwarven berserker war party was the
most feared and destructive force on the planet, and when
dwarven war parties faced one another, almost nothing was
left in their wake. When dwarves discovered cryptomancy,
however, their culture of boast and battle would be turned
upside down. Suddenly, meeker clans were outflanking and
outmaneuvering superior numbers by expertly distributing
their units and coordinating synchronous attacks. Clans
that clumsily employed cryptosystems in response were
summarily infiltrated, anticipated, and decimated. Conven-
tional might became irrelevant and staged battles ceased to
occur. The dwarves stopped commemorating their victories
in song and tale, because they did not want to betray their
tactics to their enemies. By code, cloak, and dagger, the clan
wars were settled in the shadows, and dwarvenkind entered
an era where he who thinks wins.

As battle prowess and warrior poetry diminished
in prominence, political plotting and intellectual pursuits
took their place. Over time, the dwarves made consider-
able technological advances and developed a deep appreci-
ation for academics and aesthetics. They also forsook their
warrior ethic and began to become softer, petty, and con-
niving. Competition in battle gave way to competition in
reputation, influence, and materialism. Spartan clanhalls
transformed into opulent palaces. Tailors who crafted smart
greatcoats and stylish dresses were more revered and bet-
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ter paid than smiths who crafted armaments or mechanical
wonders. Dwarven moguls, vain beyond compare, would
quell gossip with assassins. Dwarven battle prowess also
changed irreversibly. The way of the berserker would be all
but forgotten, replaced by the most lethal unit of the clan
wars: the cloak. A dagger-wielding master of stealth, misdi-
rection, and guerrilla warfare, the cloak might be the most
lethal combatant of the modern age, but is too independent,
specialized, and self-preserving to fight conventional battles.
The dwarves became very adept at holding territory with
limited numbers, but lost virtually all means of taking new
territory by force. Clans that once struck fear in the hearts of
the surface races resorted to becoming peddlers of rare earth,
technology, finance, and espionage, with the hopes of being
too valuable to destroy.

To this day, the dwarves remain relatively distract-
ed by luxury, clan intrigue, and one-upmanship. They still
enjoy a monopoly on technology and shardnets, and might
be the great unknown preventing human and elven empires
from waging apocalyptic war on each other. Yet, their influ-
ence continues to wane. Those rare dwarves who rise above
the political squabbles and contemplate their race’s place in
history recognize that this is a truly dark time for the clans.

/ROOT/THE DWARVES/

DWARVEN PHYSIOLOGY

Though dwarven mannerisms and appearance have
changed dramatically over time, like humans, their physiol-
ogy has remained stagnant for eons. Dwarves are powerfully
built humanoids that are both wider and shorter than the
other races, with somewhat rounder features. Mythic tapes-
tries depict massive beards on male dwarves, but that style
has been gauche for centuries now (though some anachro-
nists wear them proudly). Dwarves have lifespans and ma-
turity cycles identical to humans, with the exception that
dwarves maintain their physical peaks well into their 60's.
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/ROOT/THE DWARVES/

DWARVEN SOCIETY

While dwarven clans are as diverse as they are nu-
merous, the dominant dwarven culture is based around con-
spicuous decadence, metallurgy, manufacture, and nearly
constant espionage between the clans. Members of a dwar-
ven clan were once united by a common bloodline, but are
now disparate families held together by complex fabric wo-
ven of economic interest, political marriages, contracts, and
truces. All members of a clan share a surname, usually the
name of their clanhall, whether they are actually related or
not. Political power in a clan resides with whomever is bru-
tal, cunning, or enterprising enough to hold onto it, young
or old, male or female. This leader is referred to as mogul.

Dwarven clanhalls are voluminous works of art
buried deep underground. No expense is spared. Balconies,
massive statues, multi-tiered fountains, constellation-sized
chandeliers, and vast hydroponic gardens are typical sights
in a clanhall. Even mundane items like tankards and silver-
ware are gilded and gem-encrusted. This level of luxury is
driven by both the dwarves’ proximity to precious metal and
their intense appreciation of the finest things. Individual es-
tates radiating from the clanhall are considerably smaller but
equally as decadent. Clanhalls may be opulent, but they are
not fragile. Grinding gears, columns of steam, and founts
of falling sparks are just as common as aesthetic flourish-
es. Dwarven industrial might is powered by smoke-spew-
ing foundries half-submerged in lakes of lava while dwarven
cryptomantic prowess is exemplified by great codebreaker
engines whining and whirring their way through combina-
tions of characters.

When the dwarves aren't scheming their next coup
or arguing about literature and the arts, they are busy at
work. The primary exports of dwarven clanhalls are precious
metals, engineering expertise, and private shardnets. The
dwarves have always been known for their mining prowess.
However, even though they have built machines, assembly
lines, and railworks to make the task easier, they have come
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to find the work indelicate. As such, mining is punishment
for all but the most serious crimes in the clanhall. When a
population of criminals cannot meet demand, dwarves will
contract human and elven laborers willing to do the work.

Dwarven engineers are on the payroll of almost
any political, mercantile, or military organization of note,
regardless of race. While many bring the wonders of steam
and automation to their clients, the most renowned of en-
gineers are shard-splitters and golem-smiths. Shard-splitters
expertly cut large shards into shardnets. They do so in front
of the client, mostly as a formality, but also to ensure that
the dwarves are not keeping a backdoor into the client's
shardnet. Golem-smiths are the geniuses who construct and
configure golems: semi-sentient mechanical crypto-crea-
tures that profoundly change how organizations leverage
shards and the Shardscape. Fiercely protective of these trade
secrets, the clans are not above leveraging assassination or
sabotage to ensure they keep their monopolies in tact.

/ROOT/THE DWARVES/

DWARVEN PSYCHOLOGY

Dwarves are sophisticated and refined creatures
somewhat preoccupied with aesthetics and pleasure. The
one-upmanship of the dwarven psyche plays out in all in-
teractions, particularly with one another, but also permeates
their relationship with the other races. Dwarves view hu-
manity as a failing experiment and cautionary tale in over-
population, but can and do develop strong (and somewhat
patronizing) kinship with humans. The dwarves respect the
elves' embrace of industry and skill in asymmetric warfare,
but lament this race's eschewing of the arts, philosophy,
beauty, and taste. Why elvenkind would ever want to be
more like the crude race of simpletons that is humanity is
something that baffles the dwarves. Through it all, there is
still an undercurrent of brutality and superiority among this
race, and they are more than willing to crush their enemies.

Many dwarves exposed to the epic sagas of the
Mythic Age pine for a return to that era, and manifest this
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desire by rejecting the scheming and refinement typical of
dwarven society. Immense beards are a signature of this
anachronistic mindset. Generally speaking, however, the
clans still clinging to the old ways are the most irrelevant
to the Modern Age. They have waited centuries for a great
bloody revival that is becoming less and less likely to occur
with each new advance in technology and each new expand-
ing market. Perhaps, then, it is time to stop waiting and do
what the dwarves do best: manufacturing.

/ROOT/THE DWARVES/

DINNER, RUINED

The dinner host was perfectly still in his chair, on
account of being dead. The dwarf Tayvus held a wine glass
in one hand and a bloody sword in the other. Moments ear-
lier, he was pacing behind the host, delivering a diatribe on
the finer points of white wine pairings that crescendoed into
madness, climaxing when he nearly took the host’s head off
with his blade. The servant had run down the hall shrieking.
The other dwarf, Doktan, still sitting at the dinner table,
was as wide-eyed as he was pale.

“This is a disaster,” he cried.

Tayvus looked with scorn at his blood-soaked
sleeve. “Indeed, this great coat is a total loss!”

Doktan was beside himself. “Has your sanity com-
pletely abandoned you!? You just killed a man!”

Tayvus frowned. “Could you hand me the salt?”

Doktan nearly erupted in profanity but caught him-
self. He knew better than to deny Tayvus’s dalliances in these
types of situations, if only to prevent them being drawn out.
Exacerbated, he grabbed the salt shaker, reached over the ta-
ble and slammed it down in front of Tayvus. Tayvus grabbed
the salt, sprinkled a dash into his wine, and then held the
glass towards the chandelier above them. Slowly, each grain
of salt grew into a black, crystalline spur: the kind that shred
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internal organs and drown a man in his own blood.

Doktan’s face shifted back and forth between hor-
ror and relief. “Poison? He meant to assassinate us? That is
why you slew him?”

“No,” Tayvus said casually. “The assassination at-
tempt was irritating, to be certain, but his pairing of an 803
vintage white with beef... beef... was something akin to a
culinary war crime. I had no choice, really.”

A commotion erupted down the hall. At least a
half-dozen guards clambered toward the dining hall, their
chain mail jingling and their boots clomping against the
stone floor. Doktan instinctively grabbed his steak knife and
hopped from his chair.

“Now his guards come to kill us. You will be ex-
plaining why you dragged me into this without forewarn-
ing, Tayvus. That is, after you get us out of here.”

“But you are the superior daggerist between us,
Doktan. Should you not take point?”

“Shut up and lead.”

The guards spilled into the dining hall and sur-
rounded the dwarves. They slowly crept towards them,
maces and blades ready. The two dwarves dropped simul-
taneously to a very low stance, a lunging position just shy
of a squat, both of them clutching their blades with two
hands, like each was a claymore. The guards abruptly halt-
ed their advance, recognizing what they were dealing with.
The dwarves shuffled two steps towards the humans, each of
them awkwardly recoiling three steps back. Tayvus roared at
his adversaries, all traces of sophistication utterly absent:

“YE* LEAF-EATIN’ MONKEYS! YE* BRAN-
DISH A BLADE AT TWO CLOAKS! YE’ WILL LET US
PASS, OR BY THE IRON SENESCHALS, WE WILL
SPILL YER® ORGANS, USE YER’ SKULLS AS BED-
PANS, AND ATTEND YER’ FUNERALS SO WE CAN
ERASE YER’ KIN, TOO!”
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/ROOT/THE ELVES/

OVERVIEW

The elves are the great parasite of Sylvetica. For mil-
lennia, elves lived in relative harmony with the forest, living
as a nomadic people and erecting permanent structures only
for the purposes of study, worship, and Elysian meetings be-
tween tribes. And then they discovered soma, the honeydew
secreted by giant insects called gigaphids.

Sylvetic aphids are large winged insects approxi-
mately one foot long. As part of their reproductive cycle, the
aphids burrow deep into the largest trees, plant their eggs,
and seal the resulting hole with a viscous slime on their way
back out. Larvae hatch from the eggs and subsist on the wa-
ter and nutrients coursing through the tree for months, un-
til their metamorphosis into the winged, six-limbed aphids.
At that point, they burrow out of the same hole their moth-
er left in the tree, and join the ecosystem, leaving the tree to
heal itself. Somewhere throughout the course of history, one
elf asked: “What if you cork the burrowed hole and don’t let
the aphid out of the tree?” Elven society would never be the
same.

Aphids trapped in trees will quickly cannibalize one
another until only one remains. This bloated and exhaust-
ed creature will then be subsumed by the tree. Over time,
the aphid becomes a parasitic entity, hoarding the water
and nutrients the tree gathers from its roots and leaves. The
aphid continues to grow until it becomes a massive giga-
phid, warping the tree trunk into a bulbous form. In order
to survive this massive parasite, the tree becomes ravenous,
strangling every last drop of water and every nutrient out of
all other plant life within the domain of its canopy. Soon,
this bulbous but otherwise vibrant tree, known as a lacuna
tree, is the only living thing in the acres surrounding it.

A gigaphid that is chopped out of a lacuna tree be-
tween 5-10 years after the gigaphid’s birth, then healed and
reared, becomes one of the giant, intelligent, and loyal insect
mounts that have given the elves air superiority while the
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other races only dream of flying machines. If a gigaphid is
not liberated after 10 years, it becomes something even more
valuable: a bloated, helpless, mindless fount of soma. Soma
is a potent, mind-altering honeydew with innumerable uses
and health benefits. Pure soma, when consumed, causes
powerful hallucinations and wracks the body with pleasure.
Distilled soma is an alcoholic beverage without peer and is
credited with the elves’ superior constitution and physical
beauty. These commodities, along with more mundane uses
of soma, such as food spice, tobacco additive, or healing
salve, transformed the nomadic elves into a manufacturing
giant. Humans, elves, and dwarves alike cannot get enough
soma to satiate their desire for it, and Sylvetica is dying as a
result.

Once vibrant forests are now barren deadlands
spotted with distilleries and watchtowers scaffolded onto
lacuna trees. Elven lore frequently sites how the forest hates
the short sighted and wasteful human race. However, en-
vironmentally conscious elves have been developing and
espousing a new theory: the forest’s violent and steady en-
croachment into human settlements is nature entreating
humanity to come and exterminate the elves for turning on
tradition.

/ROOT/THE ELVES/

ELVEN PHYSIOLOGY

Elves are lithe, pointy-eared humanoids generally
leaner than the other races, with somewhat sharper features.
Elves reach physical maturity slightly later than humans and
then age incredibly slowly: elderly elves having the physical
traits of a human in their early forties. Old age never con-
quers the elven form, but the elven mind begins to atrophy
after 120 years, and few elves live past 150 years.
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/ROOT/THE ELVES/

ELVEN SOCIETY

While elven tribes are as diverse as they are numer-
ous, the dominant elven culture is based around gigaphid
husbandry, soma production and distribution, and a com-
plex relationship with their idyllic past. Elven tribes have a
leader, referred to as a speaker, who has a council of elders
serving her as advisors. The speaker establishes her role and
maintains power through persuasion, influence, and repre-
senting the collective best interest of the tribe. It is a tru-
ly difficult role and few are willing to bear the burden for
longer than a few decades. Further, the speaker role shifts
not formally but organically. One elf's influence waxes while
another’s wanes, and soon, the role of speaker has transi-
tioned without contest nor ceremony. It is a power struc-
ture that baffles the other races and frustrates their attempts
to infiltrate or usurp the tribes. There are young elven up-
starts advocating for more rules and formality around the
assumption and maintenance of power, but most elves are
convinced such artifice makes for bad leaders.

Elven tribes build villages around massive lacuna
trees. Most of the buildings and infrastructure in these vil-
lages are dedicated to the production, refinement, and dis-
tribution of soma, and most elven trades are dedicated to
the same. Ramps, drawbridges, rope ladders, and dwarven
railworks connect the buildings of elven villages, which seem
to grow up rather than grow out. The buildings themselves
are hollowed-out sections of the lacuna tree, hollowed-out
giant mushrooms near the tree's base, or simply constructed
of wood and stone using human designs.

Tribes with a big enough population to hold exten-
sive territory practice gigaphid ranching. Networks of lacuna
trees radiating around a central hub (typically a soma pro-
duction facility) serve as gigaphid hatcheries. Each hatchery
has barracks and battlements scaffolded onto it, making it
possible for a small contingent of elves to protect this very
valuable investment against a larger force. If an individual
hatchery falls under attack, warriors from each node in the
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larger hatchery network come to its defense. Once a lacu-
na tree hatches a gigaphid, the tree dies and its lush cano-
py withers away. No longer hidden from the sun, the land
around a dead lacuna tree will eventually become meadow,
a feeding ground for gigaphids that will never again return
to the forest it once was. In times of crisis or crusade, large
elven federations annex lacuna trees by force and liberate
young gigaphids in order to raise a flying cavalry capable of
blotting the sky and raining down alchemical death on the
enemies of elvenkind.

There still remain hallowed temples and massive
strongholds deep in the forest untouched by gigaphid hus-
bandry and more akin to the elves' old ways. These places
serve as centers of learning, culture, magical experimenta-
tion, and tribal politics. However, these places are continu-
ally being abandoned by young and ambitious elves, and are
slowly becoming irrelevant to larger elven society.

/ROOT/THE ELVES/

ELVEN PSYCHOLOGY

Elves are relatively humorless and calculating, and
rarely exchange idle words. They can certainly feel and act
on the extremes of love and hate, but are less prone to these
emotions than the other races, partially due to their lon-
gevity and partially due to notions of superiority. Though
territorial wars frequently mar relations between humans
and elves, the elves have somewhat neutral feelings towards
humans, respecting at times their industry, creativity, and
passion. The dwarves, however, have devolved into some-
thing absurd. Elven myth portrays the dwarves as powerful
allies or truly worthy adversaries, simple in their loyalties
and resolute in their moral codes. Most elves share contempt
for the effete and conniving epicureans that dwarves have
become.

Elven culture was once entirely influenced by this
race's near immortality. Study of celestial bodies, apprecia-
tion of natural and magical forms, and perfection of mind
and body were the higher callings of the elves. Historically,

--MORE- -

571




elves have considered the other races somewhat vulgar in
their ambition, shortsightedness, and pursuit of relatively
mundane goals of wealth and power. Today, elves live like
they were mortal. Though the elves have become less lofty
and more industrious in recent history, many consider el-
ven soma production and aerial superiority as evidence that
their race will never be outdone. There is a growing tension
between the new ways and the old ways, and this tension
cuts across generations, political affiliations, and all levels of
education and affluence.

/ROOT/THE ELVES/

SYLVETIC LAW

The men of the village had fled. A few left wom-
en and children behind. Almost all of them left their sick
and elderly. It wasn’t even her village. Eca cared nothing for
these people. She may have even had contempt for them.
The fools built their hovel on elven land. But she could not
bring herself to leave. She stood with her bastard sword’s
blade stuck in the dirt before her as the three gnolls emerged
from the windswept brush.

The lion-faced monsters were each as tall as a rear-
ing horse and twice as heavy. They looked upon the lone elf.
One cocked his head and grinned with amusement. One
gave her an icy stare. The largest and oldest among them
seemed to look through her.

“I know your game, beasts,” she said to the them
loudly but without emotion. “I challenge the weakest of you
to single combat. If I prevail, you move on to another vil-
lage.”

The gnolls exchanged glances at each other. The
grinning gnoll choked back a laughing yip, his belly shak-
ing. Then he replied in a deep baritone hiss: “We don’t play
with our food.”

“But you do thump your chest and sing of your bat-
tle prowess when you step on a bug,” Eca retorted instantly.

- -MORE- -

=1=



She pulled her blade out of the dirt and pointed it towards
the eldest of the gnolls. “You! Old one! You are wise but
meek. A burden on your pride. Let me put you out of their

»

misery!

The grinning gnoll leapt in place and roared, pound-
ing his fist on the ground, plumes of dust and grass bursting
into the air with each strike. The icy stare of the other gnoll
turned to wide eyes bulging with hatred. The eldest of the
gnolls, however, did not flinch. He spoke calmly: “You do
not want to fight me, elf. I am the only one standing before
you who would honor your terms.”

The formerly grinning gnoll turned to him and
pleaded, “I want this one! Give me this one!” With a subtle
nod from the eldest gnoll, the grinning gnoll burst towards
the elf in an ape-like sprint. Eca roared and dashed straight
into the charging monster, spinning out of its way and slash-
ing her blade through its side. The gnoll’s charge sputtered
into a clumsy tumble into the dirt. The elf buried her blade
in the monsters back not once, but twice, each blow met
with the shriek of a thousand tortured cats.

In a frenzied thrashing about, the gnoll kicked
away his opponent and flipped back into a fighting posi-
tion on his hind legs. His roar splattered saliva everywhere,
eyes insane wtih pain and violence, his blood raining on the
dirt below. Eca charged again and brought her sword down
against the gnoll’s thick neck. The bloody sword snapped
like a twig, spiraling into the air. Undaunted, she ducked be-
low the gnoll’s wild swings and buried the remaining stump
of a sword into his gut. He dropped to the ground, writhing
and yelping, covered in dirt and blood. Eca turned to face
the other two.

“Impressive, little one,” said the elder gnoll, nod-
ding in approval. “The cub will learn from this. We leave
now. We gnolls are reasonable, are we not?”

“Yes,” Eca replied, “but we elves are not.” She
knifed her hand in their direction. The two dozen elven
rangers who heeded her shardcast were finally in position.
Two dozen bowstrings twang simultaneously, and two doz-
en poison-tipped arrows struck their targets.
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/ROOT/THE HUMANS/

OVERVIEW

Humans are the adaptable and numerous inheritors
of Sphere. Though just as old as the other races, humanity
has historically lagged behind in terms of culture, organiza-
tion, technology, and military might. Humans are notice-
ably absent from mythic legend, only making cameos as a
hoard of clever monkeys frequently dying off from plague.
The earliest human kingdoms were little more than dwarven
and elven proxies, propped up to outmaneuver each other or
serve as a buffer against orc invasions. Neither the dwarves
nor the elves anticipated that their support for this race of
brutes would elevate humanity to the most powerful and
influential of the great races. Indeed, historians agree that
the Modern Age began when humanity eclipsed the other
races and began to play the dwarves and the elves against
each other.

Today, humanity is the most populous, diverse, and
distributed of the races. Humans and human settlements are
everywhere, in every region, so long as freedom or opportu-
nity are possible, though these spoils are rarely distributed
fairly. While the surface world is primarily great forest and
mountain, there are walls, spires, castles, and colossi of hu-
man design spotting the land and towering above mountain
and canopy: beacons of civilization attracting the most re-
nown artisans, traders, warriors, and politicos of the world.
The feuds and machinations between human city-states, and
between the noble houses therein, are the great stories of the
Modern Age, though some would argue the powers that be
are merely playing parts that were penned by the Risk Eat-
ers.

Most city-states are heaving industrial monstrosi-
ties so overcrowded and overbuilt that the only way to ex-
pand further is up and out. Human kingdoms are racing
to ensnare all satellite villages, quarries, mines, farms, deep
roads, and ruins within their domain. These places often
become flashpoints that inevitably pull all regional powers
into proxy wars fought in the streets of Sphere, the forests of
Sylvetica, the deep roads of Subterra, and the Shardscape.
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/ROOT/THE HUMANS/

HUMAN PHYSIOLOGY

The humans of Cryptomancer are identical in phys-
iology and diversity as the humans of Earth. Further, all
human settlements, even the most rural and remote, enjoy
considerable ethnic diversity. Humans are certainly prone
to judging and hating other groups and cultures, but there
are so many other "others" in the world (e.g. elves, dwarves,
soma addicts, cultists, mages, monsters, etc.) that the type of
racism we see in the real world never really took.

/ROOT/THE HUMANS/

HUMAN SOCIETY

While human cultures are as varied as they are nu-
merous, the dominant human culture is based on the agri-
culture, industrial development, and military might needed
to support enormous city-states best described as Borgia-era
Italy meets Aztec empire Mesoamerica. Nearly three quar-
ters of humans live in massive city-states with populations
so large and wily that they can only be managed by a pow-
erful state apparatus: an army of constables, seneschals, and
bureaucrats answering to a ruler whose authority is absolute.
Indeed, this is one of the primary features that distinguish
humanity from the other noble races: the sheer amount of
effort and resources humans spend on containing and con-
trolling each other. Enormous police forces and bureaucratic
labyrinths are uniquely human phenomena, as are the no-
tions that bloodline or divine providence translate into fit-
ness for leadership.

The human-controlled but racially diverse city-
states of Sphere are the true regional centers of power for the
mortal races. The economies of city-states grow at a rate that
is only outpaced by human birthrates. Advances in medi-
cine, the adoption of dwarven technology, and the commer-
cial use of the Shardscape have resulted in a state where life
for even the poorest of humans has never been more stable,
pleasant, and long lasting. That is not to say that human-
ity does not suffer its share of dysfunction or unrest. On
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the contrary, compared to the other noble races, life for the
average human remains nasty, brutish, and short. Human
longevity is kept in check by war, orc raids, and the dangers
inherent when medieval modes of industry try to match the
output of an industrial society. Revolts, coups, civil war, and
catastrophe are nearly as common as bad weather. Despite
this backdrop of death and instability, human city-states
remain regional powerhouses, wielding impressive industri-
al bases and massive standing armies even in their weakest
state.

More so than the other races, humans readily
structure themselves in accordance to class or caste. Most
city-states naturally adopt a hierarchy of nobility, knights,
priests, and serfs, in descending order of power and wealth.
Social experiments like trade guilds, political movements,
and religious cults, primarily enabled by the proliferation of
the Shardscape, present a serious threat to the default power
structures. However, rather than ban the Shardscape (which
would cause humanity at large to fall quickly behind the
other races), the powers that be embrace the Shardscape and
incorporate it into their operations. It remains a truly pow-
erful method of managing populations. The regents of the
Mythic Age would have been insanely jealous of the modern
tyrant’s ability to surveil the populace, project propaganda
on a global scale, and ensnare rivals and upstarts in plots
worthy of the gallows.

/ROOT/THE HUMANS/

HUMAN PSYCHOLOGY

The humans of Cryptomancer are very similar in
mindset and disposition to those of the real life medieval
era, in that they are superstitious, relatively uneducated,
prone to violence, adhere slavishly to social constructs like
caste, and are willing to sacrifice greatly for causes that may
or may not reflect their best interests. During the Mythic
Age, humanity’s tale was one of cyclical doom and near-ex-
tinction, courtesy of orcs, plagues, dragon raids, and famine.
Instead of viewing this as part of the story of human perse-
verance, humans are easily caught up in apocalyptic fervor.
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As a result, many of the individual and societal decisions
made by humans are informed by an end-of-days mentality,
in which long term consequences are irrelevant.

The greatest challenge to this otherwise bleak men-
tality is the accidental movement referred to by historians
as "The Secret." The Secret is the great hidden dialogue fa-
cilitated by cryptomancy. With cryptomancy, people were
able to challenge mindsets and discuss alternative views with
one another without fear of reprisal by authorities. Further,
they were able to maintain communication with distant
cultures, including elven and dwarven cultures. On the sur-
face, human society remains as ignorant and authoritarian
as ever. But the true human psyche is better represented in
the radical, profound, and sometimes profane conversations
obscured from the light of day by cryptomancy.

Humans have a somewhat complicated relationship
with elves and dwarves. Humans tend to both fear and fe-
tishize both of those races subconsciously, and though this
tension is easily picked up on by elves and dwarves, it is rare-
ly discussed. Further, human sentiment towards these races
is relative to their political power. The dwindling dwarves
are considered "more human" than elves, and the fashion
and material excesses of the dwarves are frequently adopt-
ed by human royalty. The expansionist elves, on the other
hand, are frequently viewed as emotionless automatons, de-
spite this race's rich culture and eons of artistic expression.
Humans trust dwarves (even though dwarves don't even
trust dwarves), but keep elves at a distance.
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/ROOT/THE HUMANS/

TABLES TURNED

The guard opened the cell door for Constable Bryn-
dor. A dwarf sat at a small wooden table. His arms were
shackled behind him and his ankles were shackled together.
Despite his state, the dwarf looked at Bryndor with sick de-
fiance. “Good Constable,” the dwarf cheerily stated, “Wel-
come! Please, have a seat!”

“Hello Achrun,” Bryndor replied in a tired manner
as he took a seat across the table from the dwarf. The guard
shut the door behind him. Bryndor slowly procured a leath-
er bound notebook and a heap of papers from his satchel,
periodically looking up at Achrun who sported the widest
grin he had ever seen. Bryndor raised an eyebrow and said
“For one who’s in a dungeon for conspiracy, you seem quite
content.”

“How is the wife, Bryndor!?” Achrun replied, nearly
spitting out the word “wife.” Bryndor seemed taken aback
by both this non-sequitur and the violence with which it
was uttered. After a pause, he meekly replied, “She... she’s
busy with the children, I assume. I haven’t seen her since
yesterday. I have been too busy working your conviction.”

Achrun looked extremely pleased with himself.
Bryndor continued: “We're here to discuss the ‘accident’ in
Worldtether Mine which killed 27 laborers... a mine owned
by a human you had a very public dispute with. Our inves-
tigation showed-”

“Your investigation, Constable,” Achrun said be-
fore Bryndor could finish, “showed exactly what I am about
to dictate to you. Grab your ink and quill.”

Bryndor, disturbed, complied and pressed his quill
against his notebook. He looked to Achrun to continue.

“My investigation,” Achrun began, “was prompted
by greed. The entirety of my findings were a fabrication,
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paid for by-”

Bryndor stopped and slammed the quill against the
table. “Why would I write any of this nonsense?”

“Because you want to see your wife again! Now pick
up the quill and draft for me, you fool,” Achrun said in an
arrogant and exhausted tone.

Bryndor turned bright red, his writing hand shak-
ing subtly. “What have you done,” he asked softly.

“I, Constable Byrndor...” Achrun continued, in a
stern voice. “Go on...”

Byrndor, seemingly confused and nervous, began to
draft his own confession of malfeasance as dictated by the
criminal he sought to interrogate. Achrun relished the ex-
perience, frequently deliberating which turns of phrase best
captured the fiction he was dictating. After a few moments,
he noticed that Bryndor was writing much slower than Ach-
run was dictating. Detecting this moment, Bryndor slid his
notebook across the table. He had only written a single five
word keyphrase. Achrun turned deathly white.

Bryndor broke the silence, saying “Did you know,
Achrun, that the agent you contracted to kidnap my wife
was... my wife? Did you know the entire Constabulary knew
this keyphrase you two had agreed upon? Did you know
we traced your echoes to the very physical location from
which you communicated with her over shard, corroborat-
ed by agents we had watching you on the ground? Do you
remember when she asked you to prove that you were Ach-
run by encrypting a confirmation of your identity with your
soul key, so that only your true name, ‘Solbrosikor,” could
decrypt that confirmation, assuring with absolute certainty
that it was you offering coin to have my wife kidnapped?”

Achrun tried to speak, but couldn’t get words out.
Bryndor dipped his quill in ink and readied it at his note-

book. To Achrun’s stammering, Bryndor replied:

“Go on...”
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/ROOT/.THE RISK EATERS/

A CAVEAT

To maintain the eeriness and mystique of Crypto-
mancer’s omniscient and insidious overlords, little will be
said about the Risk Eaters explicitly. Instead, this section
will provide vignettes to hint at the modus operandi of this
organization and the psyche of its members.

/ROOT/.THE RISK EATERS/

THE STRANGERS

They exist on the outskirts of every city and vil-
lage, squatting in caves and rotten hovels. Some watch their
friends or family from a distance, hoping to be recognized,
or at the very least, be acknowledged without a grimace or
shudder. Most have given up, however. Better to hope and
dream that their curse might one day be lifted than be tried
by frontier justice for being a stalker and a monster. These
mortals have had their faces and voices encrypted against
their will. The keyphrases distorting their very identity are
unknown to them, and for all they know, are lost forever.

There do exist hidden villages far off the beaten
path where Strangers have congregated. They cannot com-
municate with one another intelligibly, nor can they develop
strong kinship, for every time they look upon one another,
they see a new and unknown entity who may very well be an
agent of the very organization that cursed them. However,
at the very least, they will pool resources, work on farming
and construction projects together, and defend each other
from brigands and thieves looking to exploit a community
without rights or a means to appeal for help.

They came from all possible walks of life. The only
thing they have in common is that the Risk Eaters decided
to erase their identities through cryptomancy. Some were
conscripted by that organization but, found wanting, were
exiled without a recognizable voice or face. Some were wit-
ness to atrocities, and while their lives were spared for rea-

- -MORE- -



sons unknown, their silence would be assured. Some were
offered the decrypting keyphrase in exchange for a task, but
found that task so reprehensible that they refused and suf-
fered the fate of the Strangers. Some, however, are reconsid-
ering those offers.

/ROOT/.THE RISK EATERS/

THE CONFESSIONAL

Life is truly difficult in all the realms, but especially
in the city. Endless days of toil and abuse as a laborer, ser-
vant, or guard leaves one exhausted, with head and heart
full of anger, envy, and base thoughts. Not even the pow-
erful and affluent are immune to the deleterious effects of
the Modern Age. No noble house can be maintained or in-
stitution defended without necessary forays into the world
of gossips, shills, spies, and assassins. The accumulated grief
and guilt can destroy one’s soul. Thankfully, there is the tem-
ple, a place of refuge, reflection, and most importantly, con-
fession.

However, not even the priests, mere mortals, can
be trusted with the type of secrets one must confess. There
is a confessional, but no priest sits in the adjacent booth.
Instead, there lies a black shard, a conduit to the Shardscape.
‘The Shardscape allows for the anonymous and explicit con-
fession of sins, so long as this confession is protected by the
Cipher of Absolution. The Cipher of Absolution, the priests
say, must be seven words long, no more and no less. They
must be random words, with the exception of one: the name
of the god the confessor asks to petition on her behalf before
the council of gods. Any deviation from these strictures will
result in the confession being unheard by the gods and be-
come merely more noise in the Shardscape.

The Cipher of Absolution is nearly as old as the
Shardscape itself, and proposed amendments to its scheme
have been met with scorn and accusations of blasphemy.
The security of the Cipher is absolute, the priests say, and
the only beings capable of decrypting a confession are the
gods themselves and agents of their will. Among institu-
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tions, none are as trustworthy as the priests of the temple.
The modern confessional is a testament to this, and an an-
swer to the humble priest’s refrain, “Don’t confess to me, I
am but mortal, and fallible. Confess to the gods.”

/ROOT/.THE RISK EATERS/

THE IRON SENESCHALS

The most hallowed places in Subterra are the shrines
of the Iron Seneschals, steam-powered creatures imbued
with the spirits of long-dead dwarven heroes of the Myth-
ic Age and equipped with apparati allowing them to listen
and speak. Each of the seneschals is a steamwork leviathan
protruding from cave walls, eternally powered by the flux
and heat of rivers of lava. Their shrines, scattered through-
out the world’s deep, are where dwarves and even some sur-
facers go to seck the wisdom of immortal, impartial sages.
Each shrine is considered sacred. Even dwarven clans in the
bloodiest of feuds respect this law and will come together to
crush mortals or monsters who defile these places.

An Tron Seneschal will never betray the conversa-
tions it has with a mortal. They are so removed from the
politics of the modern era and so beyond earthly want and
desire that their motives are beyond reproach. This perfect
lack of passion or vice is evident in their mannerisms. The
seneschals are often cold and rigid in their syntax and re-
sponse. They are also quite anachronistic in their language
and ideas, evidence of their ancient heritage. They often ask
their visitors to repeat themselves using different words, or
moving the words in a different order, blaming their confu-
sion on not knowing the intricacies of modern slang. They
even struggle considerably when hearing certain turns of
phrase, such as “me myself” or “he is what he is.” When
hearing such tautologies, confused seneschals respond with
lists of words seemingly unrelated to the conversation at

hand.

The Iron Seneschals are trusted advisors and per-
fect confidants, and often the only being trusted by dwar-
ven moguls beleaguered by traitors, spies, and potential
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usurpers. Overlapping plates of impenetrable iron protect
the interred body and the steamwork mechanisms power-
ing an iron seneschal, ensuring that no mortal could ever
meddle with these great engines of genius even if they want-
ed to. The lack of any kind of shard interface ensures that
conversations cannot be eavesdropped. Who knows, then,
why cloaked and dissembled surfacers seek audience with
the seneschals? They couldn’t possibly turn the seneschals
against the moguls...

/ROOT/.THE RISK EATERS/

THE MUTABLE PAST

The stars cannot lie. Stars and celestial bodies are be-
yond the wildest reaches of mortal manipulation. Not even
magic could ever hope to alter the machinery of the galaxy.
This is why the elves have always returned to star reading
to ground themselves, make sense of life in times of chaos,
and appreciate how the movement of stars corresponds with
the cyclical nature of history. The most important moments
in elven history, good or ill, are not cataloged by the year
they occurred, but instead cataloged by how celestial bod-
ies aligned when they occurred. The sky marks moments in
history, but also links the past to the now. If today’s celes-
tial pattern matches that of a significant moment in history,
it is cause for reflection. When such a link manifests, elves
have traditionally pondered and deliberated what lessons, if
any, could be learned from this chance parallel. More mysti-
cal schools of thought even championed how the historical
event might have foretold the current event’s coming.

A new school of thought is transforming this philo-
sophical and mystical dialogue. This line of thinking did not
originate from elven scholars and trained star seers, but from
a disorganized and grassroots collective of amateur star seers
extremely vocal on the Shardscape. Their precept is simple
but profound in its implications: a celestial link between to-
day and a historical event does not tell us lessons about to-
day, but instead, today tells us the truth about the historical
event that has been hidden by time and the lies of historians.
To take this notion to its logical extreme, the details of his-
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tory must be appended with details learned from today.

Elven scholars scoffed at this new philosophy, call-
ing it “The Mutable Past.” Yet, the shrillness of its propo-
nents and their very vocal contempt for the learned appealed
to many and ensured it would become a serious part of the
dialogue of stars. This philosophical debate has had serious
consequences in the avenues of politics and power. Elven
laws are almost universally based on historical antecedents
and taught to the young through storytelling. When those
historical antecedents are edited, so are the lessons and laws
they reinforce. More than once, power has been seized and
previous restrictions have lifted, all under the auspices of
a rogue seer's new version of history. The rogue seers are
disorganized, but they are remarkably lockstep in their daily
reinterpretations of history, as if echoing a single idea.

/ROOT/.THE RISK EATERS/

THE VISITOR

Lodran was trembling. For an agonizing few min-
utes, he could only observe with horror the frantic echoes
of his comrades. They were being stalked by someone or
something truly fearsome. After a dreadful period of silence,
a panicked clear-text echo from Anik comes through: “He’s
slain Vulkr! Tore him to pieces! Find us a temple now, Lo-
dran!” Despite his anxiety, the cryptoadmin maintains disci-
pline and encrypts his message before replying: “I will find
one, hang in there. Are you safe?”

“No, were not safe. We chased him away from
Vulkr’s body, but I think he took his shard. Find us that

damned temple!”

Suddenly, Lodran senses one of his shard spikes det-
onate in the mind of an interloper. He had laid this trap for
a very specific prey: a mind with a mental lexicon of long
and complex keyphrases. The Risk Eaters have come and
they were on his shardnet. He drops the shard in his trem-
bling hands and opens his eyes, realizing again that he is in a
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dark cryptovault a hundred miles away from his endangered
comrades. He then clutches a black shard, closes his eyes,
and enters the Shardscape.

The torrent of echoes is nauseating for most, but
not for a seasoned cryptoadmin. After orienting himself,
Lodran focuses on the words “temple” and “Stonemarch,”
the small village where the party’s mission had gone terribly
awry. As he focuses more intently, a single thread in the rag-
ing river of echoes slows down and catches his mind’s eye. A
faded echo, months old, where an anonymous someone told
an anonymous someone else exactly what Lodran needs.
“There is no temple in Stonemarch,” it reads, “but there is a
witch in Kragston who performs miracles for coin.”

Lodran drops the black shard and his consciousness
comes back into the dark cryptovault. He then grabs the
shard shared with the party and closes his eyes. He doesn’t
want the Risk Eaters to know where he’s about to send the
party, so he injects Anik’s true name, “Hadrianikin,” into
the shard, telling Anik, “There is a witch in Kragston who
can help!” At that moment, the shard erupts in blinding
light and Lodran is knocked off of his chair. The shard snaps
and pops, spewing magical light that forms the contour of a
human body.

Lodran crawls towards the wall and presses a hand
against it. After thinking a magical invocation, his skin trans-
forms, adapting the color and texture of the cryptovaults
stone walls. He looks back at the shard, and the visitor that
erupted out of it: a tall, powerfully-built, and dissembled
man. The features of his face and naked body crawl up and
down his frame. The visitor doesn’t see through Lodran’s cha-
meleon spell, but looks around, knowing his prey is close.
Lodran watches in horror as the visitor utters something in a
garbled tongue, and then reaches into a shadow on the wall,
pulling a long, serrated blade out of black nether. Knowing
his chameleon spell will fade soon, he prepares to run away.
His heart sinks when he sees the three separate locks keep-
ing the cryptovault’s door secure from the outside world. It’s
over. He steels himself and dives for the shard. The visitor
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raises the blade and buries it in Lodran’s heart but not before
he gets off a final echo: “He’s here.”

Anik takes the message as if it punched him in the
stomach. He says aloud “The gods’ peace to you, friend” and
throws his shard into the river. His comrades knowingly do
the same.

“Let’s get Vulkr to that witch.”

/ROOT/.THE RISK EATERS/

THE MIRAGE

Nadyna’s indigenous guides urged her not to scale
the cliff. She was not having any of it. She was a master
fencer of some renown in the city, yet these forest-dwell-
ing bumpkins treated her like a dilettante. She made her
way up the rock face with ease despite the slick moss. What
a sight she was greeted with: miles away, across a waving
green ocean of wind-swept forest canopy, a black monolith
reached to the heavens; it’s facade coursing with what ap-
peared to be lightning in reverse. She stood stunned by the
sight while her guides slowly made their way up.

“Magnificent! I have seen nothing like it! Who built
that structure?” she asked.

The guides looked at each other. “What structure,
g
Miss?”

“That obsidian tower, you fool,” Nadyna shouted.
“What else would I be speaking of?”

The guides looked far and wide, squinting and
craning their necks. “I don’t see it, Miss.”

“It is right there! Are you blind, man! How could
you not see it!” Nadyna was beside her self. “Is this some
kind of jest?”

The guides looked at each other with eyes raised
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and concerned expressions. One of them offered his water
skin to her. “You must be exhausted, Miss. Please, take my
water.”

The other guide nodded. “Yes. Maybe we should
head back to the path and rest?”

Nadyna cocked her head, startled by their concern.
She looked to the guides, then back to the monolith. It
was still there. She rubbed her eyes. It was still there. She
grabbed the water skin and drank it greedily. She looked to

the monolith. It was still most certainly there.

“There is nothing that way for miles, Miss. Please,
let us go back to the trail. It is almost dark.”

/ROOT/.THE RISK EATERS/

THE RISK EATER’S DOGMA

“I protect nations and ensure a stable world. I battle
adversaries that are serious threats to all peace- and justice-lov-
ing peoples. I am a silent, humble, unsung hero doing the hard
work necessary to prevent unfathomable tragedy. The work I do
is truly meaningful. I am part of something much greater than
myself. [ am a part of history.”

“l am willing to do whatever it takes to fulfill our mis-
sion. This family is more important than my own. I sometimes
do things that are unpleasant. I sometimes go to a dark place.
But it takes a truly strong will and dedication to do the things
1 am willing to do. I am proud of the work I do, the work that
must be done. I abhor the cowards who say otherwise.”

“l wish evil was easy to detect, but it is not. I wish
we could monitor a few and not all, but we cannot. I wish
we could influence one directly instead of influencing that one
indirectly through many, but we cannot. I wish the people could
be trusted to make their own decisions, but they cannot.”

“T wish our enemies would have never been born...”

“That, we can do.”

T




/ROOT/.THE RISK EATERS/

THE FATHER OF SPACE AND TIME

Cablund was small and sunless, even by dwarven
standards. He was quick with neither blade nor quip, but
showed a strong affinity for clockwork. His peers quickly
called him “Quartz Whisperer,” not as a compliment to his
mechanical acumen, but as a comment on his social inept-
itude. He had a short tenure as a cryptosystems architect at
Bank of GraniteSpit Hall, but left in disgrace. Poor at cryp-
tomancy and worse at people, his designs never passed the
review board or made it into production. After a long sigh,
his boss said, “Maybe you should stick with making clocks.”
He was then asked to pack up his tools and never return.

The next few months were rough for Cablund. He
made clockwork trinkets for the odd collector, but could not
sell enough of them to support himself. He was forced to sell
his tools for food. Too meek for miner’s work, he became a
servant at a human noble’s estate. He was bad at this too and
ultimately terminated from this job. The day this happened,
he stood outside the estate and wept like a child while doz-
ens of people passed him by.

A year later, a delirious Cablund stood in the busy
town square clutching his abdomen, wondering if it would
be possible to starve to death in front of this many people.
He caught the gaze of an elven woman, the first mortal who
had seemed to even notice him since he became a vagrant.
When she called him by his name, he did not initially re-
spond, because he had not heard it uttered once since his
days as an architect. She then touched his face, which made
him start and realize he was being addressed.

“I have been looking for you, Cablund. You are des-
tined to change history... I just don’t know how, yet. Come
with me, I have something to show you.”

He was led to one of the most finely equipped
workshops he had ever seen. Glimmering tools, black
shards, golem actuators, and piles of spare parts were every-
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where. Chains held up the husk of not one but three golems
in various states of disrepair. He reached out to touch one of
the husks, but quickly retracted his hand, remembering his
station as a failed-servant and vagrant.

“It’s yours, Cablund. They all are. So is this entire
workshop. I have a very important task for you. You will use
this shard to request whatever parts you need. You have an
infinite budget. However, if you speak to anyone but me
about this, it will all be taken away.”

Cablund, overcome with emotion, asked her if he
had actually starved to death and this was actually the af-
terlife. She briefly winced with pity and told him there was
food in the larder.

kokok

It was the first time she had seen him since they
met. It had taken Cablund eighteen months and nearly as
many fortunes to solve the problem set she gave him. Ca-
blund looked animated and healthy, nearly bursting at the
seams to explain to her what he had accomplished - a far cry
from the destitute shell of a dwarf she originally met. The
workshop was nearly empty save for a single golem quietly
whirring and hissing. One of the golem’s actuators periodi-
cally scribbled something down in a tome.

“I see a single golem, Cablund. Where are the seven
others you've built? The seven others we paid for?”

“I had them shipped to and installed in different
cities, but I've been managing all of them from here. They
are hidden, no one knows their true names except me, and
their gear boxes are tamperpoof. They are only powered by
wind or waterwheel, but they don’t need to do much.”

Cablund grabbed the tome out of the golem’s ac-
tuators. The golem made a pitiful attempt to hold onto the
tome and shuttered with dejection once Cablund secured it.
“Look at this,” he whispered, almost conspiratorially.
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She saw what appeared to be standard golem logs:
a series of entries with time stamps, many of them at the
same time or seconds apart. “This appears to be your golem’s
logs,” she concluded. “It received one, two... seven messages
at the same time, or almost, over a few seconds maybe. And
it appears to be the same message, repeating.”

“That isn’t this golem’s logs; it is a single log entry
from each of the other seven golems, all logging a single
echo they all received at the same time, or so I thought.”

She shook her head. “I don’t understand.”

“These golems are configured to listen on the Shard-
scape for a single keyphrase, known only by me. I have been
using this keyphrase to send a single message on the Shard-
scape, this message you see right here, encrypted with that
keyphrase. All the golems log exactly when they get it, and
then forward that log to this golem right here.”

“So the golems are getting the same message at dif-
ferent times? No, this has never been observed before. It is
more likely you have their clock mechanisms misconfigured
or maybe-”

Cablund interrupted her. “I thought that might
the case when I first tested this weeks ago. But that is not
the case. Do you see these two log entries? They are at the
same time. This golem is in Dorseford and that golem is in
a windmill outside of Horsehead, both are maybe a 3 day
walk from here, right? But this golem, it is off by 1 second.
That golem is in Prantis, which is maybe 10 days by horse-
back, but 30 days on foot.”

“So some golems are faster than others?”

“No, they are the same speed. They were built to the
exact same specifications. The real story here is that echoes
that are the same speed. When an echo is sent from one
shard to other shards, it arrives at shards physically closer to
the source of that echo first, by an almost imperceptible but
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measurable amount of time.”

“That is a fascinating theory, Cablund, but what
does it have to do with the task you were given? How does
time allow us to trace kidnappers and terrorists communi-
cating on the public Shardscape?”

“Don’t you see? There is only one place on the map
that is 3 days from Dorseford, 3 days from Horsehead, and
30 days from Prantis. And that place is here! I sent the mes-

sage from here! If T sent the message from Prantis, the times
would be-"

She took a step back as if staggering from a punch.
Her mind began racing, flooding with images of a triangle
on a map, and the source of an echo in the center. She stam-
mered for a second, gulped slowly, and said, “You've done it,
Cablund. You've changed history. The engines were right.”

“L... it is just a proof of concept. I need to build
more golems to expand the scope of-”

She wasn't listening to him anymore. She thought
of all the dwarven banks, noble houses, and elven industri-
al bases using golems... golems which her organization ei-
ther had commandeered through deceit or coercion, or had
physical access to. It might take years or even decades to
orchestrate, but all of those golems would eventually form
a geolocation net covering the entire world. She alternately
grimaced and grinned, wide-eyed, her mind awash with im-
ages of renegades and holdouts against her order fleeing like
rats from their burning hovels, shrieking on fire.

“So,” said Cablund, interrupting her reverie, “do

you think we'll be able to use this technique to find those
children?”

“What children?”

“The children. The ones who were kidnapped. The

whole reasons you put me up to this.”
“Oh, yes. The children. We'll get them, too.”
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OVERVIEW

Cryptomancer uses two types of sheets to organize
play: a character sheet (one for each player) and a party sheet
(one for the table). You can find full-sized printable copies
of both of these sheets in the back of this book as well as
printable versions available for download on our website.
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The concept of character sheets is pretty univer-
sal across the tabletop RPG genre. Each character sheet is
a place where each player documents virtually everything
about the character she will be playing, whether its specif-
ic game rules, neat items, health status, and interesting de-
scriptions that make her character truly unique.

Creating a character, something each player needs
to do before gameplay actually begins, is the process of tran-
scribing an idea onto a character sheet in a manner that
conforms to this game’s rules and internal logic. While we
will be introducing how to build a character in this chap-
ter, actually building a character requires, at a minimum,
a basic understanding of the game’s core mechanics as well
as access to the full text (so that the player can choose the
talents, spells, and equipment that she wants her character
to have). While it is generally the GM’s duty to guide her
players through the character-building process, there is also
a full party of pre-generated characters included in the back
of this book to show what completed character sheets look
like as well as provide ready-to-play characters.
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The party sheet concept is a little less common in
gaming. A party sheet helps track things not specific to a
single character, but instead tracks things that are important
to the campaign. The party sheet in Cryptomancer has two
functions. First, it is a place to document all the shared re-
sources of the party: improvements made to their safe house,
the allied cells they command, and even their steeds. Sec-
ond, it tracks the progress (or rather, the death spiral) of the
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campaign in progress. It doesn’t matter who at the table fills
out or manages the party sheet, but it's important to have
the party sheet centrally located and accessible so everyone
at the table can view it to understand exactly what resources
are available to the party and how the campaign is progress-

ing.

We will be introducing the party sheet much lat-
er in the game rules, after we have covered how to make a
character and all the rules that govern how player characters
interact with the world of Cryptomancer. What is import-
ant to know right now is that a party sheet is mostly blank at
the beginning of a campaign. It becomes more interesting as
a campaign progresses, strategic resources are acquired, and
bad news starts to pile up.

/ROOT/BUILDING THE PARTY/
CHARACTER CREATION
SUMMARY

Creating a player character for this game is pretty
simple once the rules are generally understood. We're going
to describe the process at a high level with the expectation
that the reader will likely circle back to this section once the
remainder of the book is digested. So here are the basic steps
to creating a player character:

¢ Chose the character’s common name, true name, race
(e.g. elf, dwarf, or human), sex, and age.

* Assign appearance and personality qualities, both of
which are optional (but fun).

e Assign core ranks.
*  Assign attribute ranks and calculate HP and MP.

*  Spend 10 Talent Points total, split between talents and
spells any way you want.
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* DPick and define a trademark weapon and outfit (any one
you want, really!). But nothing “masterwork.”

* DPick a “reasonable” amount of equipment (whatever
you want, as much as can reasonably fit on your charac-
ter’s person while they are on the run).

That’s pretty much it. While we're on the topic
though, here are some design decisions we made regarding
character creation as well as a little advice.

Player characters can be humans, elves, or dwarves.
However, there are absolutely no mechanical differences be-
tween the races. We know, it feels wrong. However, we don’t
want players to get wrapped up in “optimal builds” or limit
their creativity in any way. Play whatever race you want, how
you want. Your dwarf can be a surly, bearded, axe-wielding
mead-swiller, or a charming, beardless, dagger-wielding dil-
ettante. We support both ideas and everything in between.
You'll eventually come to discover that any player character
can learn and cast spells. Don’t worry about conforming to
the tropes associated with mages and wizards (unless you
want to). If you want to augment your warrior’s skillset by
giving her the ability to read minds, that’s cool with us.
Build around a fun idea and a unique skill set. Only con-
form to genre conventions if it really makes you feel good
about your character.

The monetary value of most items, including weap-
ons and armor, is listed throughout the rules, but that is for
the purposes of player characters buying, stealing, pawning,
and fencing stuff during gameplay. During character cre-
ation, pretend money doesn’t exist. However, keep in mind,
at the beginning of play, player characters are on the run
from the Risk Eaters and have abandoned most of their pos-
sessions. GMs have the right to veto inventory choices that
really conflict with this idea.

While Cryptomancer is a tried-and-true fantasy

game, it is also informed heavily by ideas from different
genres including heist movies, spy thrillers, police dramas,
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science fiction, and historical non-fiction, not to mention
our own experiences with information security. So don’t feel
you need to limit your character idea to fantasy conven-
tions, unless that’s exactly what you want to play. Instead,
play the character you want to play and just dress it up in
medieval fantasy trappings if necessary.

Lastly, don't feel pressured to build a character that
fills gamer-invented roles (e.g. “We need a tank, a healer,
and some DPS!”). Despite its traditionalist approach, Cryp-
tomancer wasn't designed as an obstacle course for the per-
fectly balanced party of dungeon crawlers. It was designed
as a fantasy playground where the hacker mindset prevails.

That’s a lot of freedom were throwing at you. We
do insist, however, that your character be totally cool. That
is pretty much non-negotiable.

/ROOT/BUILDING THE PARTY/
APPEARANCE AND
PERSONALITY QUALITIES

APPEARANCE QUALITIES
BUILD
EYES
HAIR

SKIN

PERSONALITY QUALITIES
DESIRES
FEARS
TENDS TO
USED TO

To continue the discussion of creating interesting
and memorable characters, we refer players to appearance
and personality qualities before we start diving into the game
mechanics in the next chapter.

Appearance and personality qualities are keywords
- -MORE - -
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that help players and GMs visualize and explain the indi-
viduality of their characters. We take our queue from the
game Dungeon World and provide categories of qualities
and then examples of qualities to make it extremely easy
for players to simply select qualities and get gaming. Players
are encouraged to go through each category of appearance
and personality qualities and pick (or invent) one or more
qualities that define their character. These keywords have no
influence on the game’s rules. They are strictly a narrative
device that add life to characters. It’s perfectly fine to leave
these qualities blank, too. Lastly, none of these values need
to be permanent: story events and/or player fiat may cause
them to change.

Why did we pre-empt character game rules with an
entirely optional set of character qualities with absolutely
no mechanical significance to the game? We did it because
we found this simple exercise to be the most powerful way
of developing a truly interesting and unique character. It
makes it easy for players to develop a mental construct of the
character they are trying to build. Once this construct is es-
tablished, it can serve as an anchor for the aspiring character
builder who might otherwise be distracted or overwhelmed
by the many mechanical options that will be presented
throughout the rest of the book.

Below are two examples of characters quickly
thrown together by selecting a handful of appearance and
personality qualities. Qualities make it really easy to create
characters with a distinctive look, demeanor, back-story, and
baggage. Have fun with it!

APPEARANCE QUALITIES APPEARANCE QUALITIES
BUILD (FETTTE BUILD BROAD-SHOULDERED, STATUESQUE
EYES BLUE, LAZY-EYED EYES GREEN, PIERCING
HAIR BLONDE, BRAIDHAWK HAIR SHAVED
SKIN FAIR, FRECKLED SKIN DARK, DUSTY
PERSONALITY QUALITIES PERSONALITY QUALITIES
DESIRES WEALTH, A QUIET LIFE DESIRES MEN, JUSTICE
FEARS BETRAYAL FEARS CONFINEMENT
TENDS TO WAKE UP SCREAMING TENDS TO LOSE HIS TEMPER
USED TO BE DIRT POOR USED TO HAVE A PARTNER
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SQL>SELECT *

FROM

APPEARANCE QUALITIES

Hair

Bald, shaved, short, blonde, brunette, black, red, tonsure, spiky, wild,
shellacked, straight, enormous mane, wavy, pony tail, braids, dreads,
curly, messy, chin-length, shoulder-length, long, mohawk, half-hawk,
beaded, coiled, braid-hawk, flat-top.

Eyes

Determined, brooding, deadpan, weary, bulging, fiery, wild, piercing,
hypnotic, blue, brown, green, black, white, sunken, squinty, shifty,
bruised, baggy, lazy-eyed, eye-patched, bloodshot, bulging, baggy, cat
eyes, wide-eyed, lizard eyes, doe-eyed.

Build

Built, lithe, average, athletic, frail, bloated, gaunt, sinewy, statuesque, pe-
tite, scrawny, stocky, barrel-chested, broad-shouldered, buxom, hunch-
backed, bullnecked, husky, paunchy, massive, towering, gigantic, short,
diminutive, unremarkable.

Skin

Tanned, scarred, hairy, glistening, tattooed, painted, pierced, pale, fair,
dark, blue, green, copper, silver, gold, scaly, veiny, weathered, silky, dirty,
delicate, freckled, leathery, smooth, dusty, droopy, spotted, sweaty, scab-
by, shiny, taut.

SQL>SELECT *

FROM

PERSONALITY QUALITIES

Desires

Wealth, renown, power, experience, inner peace, forbidden lore, justice,
revenge, men, women, an heir, a soul mate, a family, a glorious death,
a quiet life, pleasure, competition, order, anarchy, lichdom, godhood,
soma, helping the needy, healing the sick, crushing the weak, inflicting
pain, spreading the faith, domination.
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Fears

Dwarves, elves, humans, orcs, gnolls, giant vermin, zombies, cities, for-
ests, caves, magic, the dark, clergy, nobility, peasants, crowds, confine-
ment, torture, fire, ghosts, darkness, dirt, alchemy, addiction, bandits,
blood, rivals, water, heights, the afterlife, losing control, revelation, be-
trayal, failure, obscurity, poverty, disease, old age.

Tends to

Curse, flirt, brood, lie, threaten, steal, lose one’s temper, fall in love, for-
get, hoard, stare, avoid eye contact, drink too much, butcher names,
apologize for everything, mutter under breath, mumble, judge, hog
glory, talk to animals, dress inappropriately, quote proverbs, resort to
violence, be clumsy, wake up screaming, trust everyone.

Used to

Be a cultist/cleric, be a soldier/mercenary, be a spy/scout, be wealthy/dirt
poor, be a criminal/constable, be a hero/coward, live in forest/cave, have
a partner/rival, have a business/title, be a dealer/addict, serve a different
house, be someone/something else.
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THE CORE

s RESCIL\E

O O

SFEEDD FLOWER

O O

A character’s core is a snapshot of her collective
strengths and weaknesses. It is also a measure of her ability
to resist forces that would do her harm: detecting lies, parry-
ing blows, resisting spells, dodging attacks, etc. A character’s
core is broken up into quadrants labeled Power, Speed, Re-
solve, and Wits. Each of these quadrants are ranked with the
descriptors trivial, challenging, or tough. The rank of trivial
denotes that a character is particularly weak, inexperienced,
and vulnerable in this area. The rank of challenging denotes
that a character is neither weak nor strong in this area. The
rank of tough denotes that a character is particularly strong,
experienced, and resilient in this area. The individual quad-
rants are defined below.

Power

Power represents a character’s overall level of phys-
ical strength and endurance. Characters with trivial Power
are fragile and unable to withstand or deliver much physical
punishment. Characters with tough Power are extremely re-
silient and wield considerable physical strength. Characters
with challenging Power are somewhere in between.

When determining how to rank a character’s Power,
use the descriptors trivial, challenging, or tough to complete
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the following sentences:

It is to overpower this character.
Itis to pierce this character’s defenses.
It is to kill this character.

Speed

Speed represents a character’s overall level of phys-
ical agility and dexterity. Characters with trivial Speed are
clumsy and predictable in their movements. Characters with
tough Speed are very agile and have cat-like reflexes. Charac-
ters with challenging Speed are somewhere in between.

When determining how to rank a character’s Speed,
use the descriptors trivial, challenging, or tough to complete
the following sentences:

It is to catch this character.
Itis to keep this character caged.
It is to strike this character.

Resolve

Resolve represents a character’s overall level of spirit
and courage. Characters with trivial Resolve are easily fright-
ened and persuaded, and have little aptitude for things mag-
ical. Characters with tough Resolve are unflappable in the
face of duress and have the capacity to be powerful magic
users. Characters with challenging Resolve are somewhere
in between.

When determining how to rank a character’s Re-
solve, use the descriptors trivial, challenging, or tough to
complete the following sentences:

It is to frighten this character.
It is to cast spells on this character.
It is to impress this character.

- -MORE - -
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Wits

Wits represents a character’s overall level of intelli-
gence and cleverness. Characters with trivial Wits are oblivi-
ous to their surroundings and intellectually incurious. Char-
acters with tough Wits are extremely intelligent and almost
preternaturally aware. Characters with challenging Wits are
somewhere in between.

When determining how to rank a character’s Wits,
use the descriptors trivial, challenging, or tough to complete
the following sentences:

It is to sneak up on this character.
It is to trick this character.
It is to outsmart this character.

All new player characters begin with all four quad-
rants ranked as challenging. In order to upgrade one to
tough, you must also downgrade another to trivial. To make
gains in one area, one must sacrifice from another area. This
will be the most influential decision in the formation of
a new character, at least in terms of game mechanics, and
should not be made lightly. Once it has been determined
how the quadrants will be ranked, write down 4 for quad-
rants ranked as trivial, 6 for quadrants ranked as challeng-
ing, and 8 for quadrants ranked as tough. We'll call these
values core ranks. The reason for this numeric abstraction
will become clear as players learn more about this game’s
dice mechanics.

Below are a couple examples of possible core rank
distributions:
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Whereas core ranks define a character’s ability to
resist the world, attributes define a character’s ability to in-
fluence the world. There are 8 attributes which are derived
from a character’s core quadrants: Strength and Endurance
(derived from Power), Agility and Dexterity (derived from
Speed), Presence and Willpower (derived from Resolve), and
Knowledge and Cunning (derived from Wits). Attributes de-
fine a character’s skill, experience, and level of potential in
different types of activities. Attributes are ranked on a scale
of 1 to 5, with 1 representing a weakness or handicap with
5 representing maturity and mastery. We'll call this value an
attribute’s rank.

6 of the 8 attributes regulate a domain of skills. For
example, the attribute Agility regulates the skills Acrobatics,
Athletics, Escape Artistry, and Stealth. Players wishing to
build a character that exceeds in these skills would be wise
to give Agility a high rank. We'll dive deeper into skills later,

but just understand the basic concept for now.

- -MORE- -
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Some attributes have additional mechanical prop-
erties that are described later in this game’s rules, but are
hinted at in the descriptions below.

Strength

Strength is derived from a character’s Power rank.
Strength represents one’s ability to push, pull, lift, smash,
and crush things. A character with a Strength of 5 is mus-
cular while a character with a Strength of 1 is frail. Strength
regulates the following skills: Brute Melee, Feat of Strength,
Thrown Missile, and Unarmed Melee.

Endurance

Endurance is derived from a character’s Power rank.
Endurance represents one’s ability to withstand punishment
and stay in the fight despite injury. A character with an En-
durance of 5 is healthy and vibrant while a character with
an Endurance of 1 is sickly and pale. Endurance determines
the number of Health Points (HP) a character has, which
is a measure how many injuries a character can sustain be-
fore becoming incapacitated or dying. Endurance also de-
termines how much armor a character can pile on before
slowing down.

Agility

Agility is derived from a character’s Speed rank.
Agility represents a character’s flexibility, quickness, and
general athleticism. A character with an Agility of 5 is toned
and fit while a character with an Agility of 1 is flaccid or
bulky. Agility regulates the following skills: Acrobatics, Ath-
letics, Escape Artistry, and Stealth.

Dexterity
Dexterity is derived from a character’s Speed rank.
Dexterity represents a character’s reflexes and hand-eye co-

ordination. A character with a Dexterity of 5 is graceful
while a character with a Dexterity of 1 is clumsy. Dexterity

- -MORE- -
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regulates the following skills: Fired Missile, Lock Picking,
Precise Melee, and Sleight of Hand.

Presence

Presence is derived from a character’s Resolve rank.
Presence represents a character’s force of personality, physi-
cal appearance, and demeanor. A character with a Presence
of 5 is captivating while a character with a Presence of 1 is
entirely forgettable if not downright ugly. Presence regulates
the following skills: Beast Ken, Charm, Menace, and Perfor-
mance.

Willpower

Willpower is derived from a character’s Resolve
rank. Willpower represents a character’s ability to cast spells
and demonstrate courage. A character with a Willpower of
5 exudes eldritch power and confidence while a character
with a Willpower of 1 seems utterly mundane and cowardly.
Willpower determines the number of Mana Points (MP) a
character has, which is a measure of how many spells a char-
acter can cast before exhausting her abilities.

Knowledge

Knowledge is derived from a character’s Wits rank.
Knowledge represents a character’s raw intellectual power
and the ability to retain and recall information. A charac-
ter with a Knowledge of 5 is erudite and learned while a
character with a Knowledge of 1 seems barbaric and simple.
Knowledge regulates the following skills: Alchemy, Craft,
Medicine, and Query.

Cunning

Cunning is derived from a character’s Wits rank.
Cunning represents a character’s ability to solve problems
and outsmart others. A character with a Cunning of 5 is
wry and devious while a character with a Cunning of 1 is
gullible and naive. Cunning regulates the following skills:
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=99




Deception, Scrounge, Tracking, and Traps.

The number of points a new player characters has to
distribute among his/her attributes is equal to the core rank
from which the attributes are derived. For example, Power
ranked at 6 means that a player has 6 points to distribute
between the derived attributes Strength and Endurance.

Below are a couple examples of attribute rank dis-
tribution. Remember, attributes are ranked on a scale of 1 to
5, and the sum of these numbers must be equal to the core
rank from which they are derived.
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SKILLS OVERVIEW
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Skills are knowledge and training that a character
has developed during her lifetime. They make a character
unique: really good at some things and really bad at other
things. A skill check is a dice roll that determines if a charac-
ter’s use of a skill is successful or not, and to what degree.

When should a player or GM make a skill check? If
the outcome of a character’s action matters to the story (e.g.
will she escape in time?), or if a character’s action is contest-
ed by another character or creature (e.g. will the guard be-
lieve the lie he was just told?), chances are good that a player

(or GM) should make a skill check.

Players and GMs will organically determine the
frequency at which skill checks are made during a game ses-
sion, as well as organically determine who declares a skill
check ought to be made. Sometimes the GM will ask players
to make a skill check and sometimes players will want to
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make a skill check. If it’s fun and feels right, go with it. If
skill checks are slowing down the story, ease off on them for
a bit.

As was discussed in the previous section, each at-
tribute regulates a domain of skills. The higher an attribute
rank is, the better a character is at those skills regulated by
that attribute. For example, a character with a Strength of
5 is very good at the following skills: Brute Melee, Feat of
Strength, Thrown Missile, and Unarmed Melee. However,
the outcome of skill checks are not determined by the attri-
bute alone: sometimes other actors or environmental factors
(like gravity) will impede a character’s progress. These forces

determine a skill check’s difficulty.

Difficulty is an abstraction used to describe how
hard it is for a task to be accomplished and accomplished
well. The difficulty of a task (and thus, a skill check) can be
trivial, challenging, or tough. A trivial task is one in which
most characters succeed most of the time. A challenging task
is one in which half succeed and half fail most of the time.
A tough task is one in which most characters fail most of the
time. On a d10, think of a result of 4 or higher, or “4+,” as
what it takes to succeed at a trivial skill check. For a chal-
lenging skill check, 6+ is required. For a tough skill check,

8+ is required.

/ROOT/CORE MECHANICS/

SKILL CHECKS

Attribute ranks determine what dice are rolled for a
skill check, while difficulty determines the outcome of that
dice roll. We'll start with determining which dice are rolled
during a skill check. Every time a skill check is made, 5 dice
are rolled, no matter what the attribute rank is or what the
difficulty is. 5 dice every time. But what 5 dice? When mak-
ing skill checks, a player rolls a number of d10’s equal to the
attribute rank. For example, if a character picking a lock has
a Dexterity rank of 3, her player would roll 3d10. We'll go
ahead and call these dice attribute dice.

--MORE- -
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However, in this case, that only leaves us with 3
dice rolled. How do we arrive at 5 dice? We fill in the differ-
ence with d6’s. In this case, the player would roll 2d6. We'll
call these dice fate dice. Thus, the final roll would be 3d10
and 2d6: 3 attribute dice and 2 fate dice, all rolled simul-
taneously in one throw. If a player is throwing 1 attribute
dice, she also throws 4 fate dice. If a player is throwing 5
attribute dice, she throws 0 fate dice. 5 dice are thrown every
time and attribute ranks determine the makeup of the dice
thrown.

() =1D10 +4D6

KNOWLEDGE

(3 =3D10+2D6

CUNNING

Some skill checks result in success and some result
in failure. Some successes and failures are slight (e.g. she
just barely succeeded) while some are dramatic (e.g. it was
an epic failure with severe consequences). It all depends on
the number of successes and botches rolled. Successes and
botches work somewhat differently on attribute and fate
dice, so we'll start with attribute dice.

On attribute dice, a success is an individual die re-
sult of a number equal to or higher than the difficulty. We
already determined that a 4+ (that is, any result that is not
a 1, 2, or 3) warrants 1 success for a trivial task. Assume
a character making a trivial (4+) Acrobatics skill check has
an Agility of 5, and her player makes a skill check, rolling
5d10. The dice come up as 2, 5, 7, 8, and 9. This means that
the player rolled 4 successes. This would be a resounding
success, but at the end of the day, a player needs to roll only
1 success to accomplish a task. Additional success just make
that success more dramatic.

Botches ruin everything: any individual die result
of 1 is considered a botch. Botches negate successes on a
one-to-one basis. Assume the same character with an Agility
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rank of 5 rolls 5d10 and gets the following results on a trivial
(4+) skill check: 1, 1, 3, 4, 7. We see that the player rolled 2
successes but also 2 botches. Considering that botches ne-
gate successes, this results in a grand total of 0 successes: the
character just barely failed at the skill check.

The total number of successes (or negative success-
es) rolled determines how severely a character succeeds or

fails at a skill check. The chart below should make clear how

to translate a skill check’s results into the narrative.

SQL>SELECT * FROM
RESOLVING SKILL CHECK
OUTCOMES

-2 orless | The character failed dramatically at the task. Horrible

things happen.
-1 The character clearly failed at the task.
0 The character just barely failed at the task. Failure

with a silver lining.

1 The character just barely succeeded at the task. Suc-
cess with some complication.

2 The character clearly succeeded at the task.

3 or more | The character succeeded dramatically at the task.
Awesome things happen.
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Though this game’s rules sometimes define what
these results actually mean, more often than not things are
left open to interpretation. Players and GMs should work
together to decide what these results actually mean. As a
general rule, the “just barely” category should usually be a
failure with positive consequences or a success with negative
consequences. For example, a character just barely fails to
pick a lock, meaning that he/she didn’t jam or destroy the
lock in the process, and can try again. Alternatively, a char-
acter can just barely pick a lock, meaning he/she success-
fully opened a chest, but made a loud racket in the process,
alarming nearby guards.

The consequences of dramatic successes and failures
should severely impact the direction of a scene. In a com-
bat scene, a dramatic success typically inflicts a very serious
wound on an enemy, potentially ending the fight. Alternate-
ly, a dramatic failure might be shattering one’s sword against
a shield and remaining defenseless until another weapon
can be found. During a scene of intrigue, a dramatic suc-
cess might be that a character’s disguise is so convincing that
suspicion and outrage is actually cast on the real person who
shows up later. Alternately, a dramatic failure might be that
a character’s disguise is clearly fraudulent but that charac-
ter is the only one who doesn't realize it; others are playing
along with the ruse just long enough to lead the character to
her doom.

Finally, let’s return to fate dice and discuss how they
influence skill checks. Fate is wily: it can cause the unskilled
to succeed where they shouldnt have and the skilled to fail
where they shouldn’t have. When it comes to successes, a fate
dice only counts as a success if the result is 6, and that ap-
plies regardless of task difficulty (e.g. a 6 result on a fate dice
is identical to an 8+ on an attribute dice). When it comes to
botches, every result of 1 or 2 negates a success. Relying on
fate is generally a bad idea. Fortune favors the skilled. Fate
sometimes propels the unskilled to great heights, but more
frequently, fate punishes hubris with epic failure. You have
been warned.
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OPPOSED AND UNOPPOSED SKILL
CHECKS

Opposed skill checks are skill checks where an actor
(be it a character or creature) is actively trying to thwart a
character’s progress. Attacking an actor who doesn’t want to
be attacked or lying to an actor that doesn’t want to be lied
to are examples of opposed skill checks. Unopposed skill
checks are where there is no actor actively trying to thwart a
character’s progress. Picking a lock or jumping over a chasm
are examples of unopposed skill checks.

We have already discussed how to resolve unop-
posed skill checks. The GM determines the difficulty of the
task (trivial, challenging, or tough), which determines what
dice results end up counting as successes (4+, 6+, or 8+, re-
spectively). But what about opposed skill checks? Opposed
skill checks are mechanically identical, but instead of the
difficulty being determined by GM fiat, the difficulty is pre-
determined by the opposing actor’s core ranks. We already
talked about how a character’s core Resolve rank makes it
“trivial” to frighten her, or how a character’s core Wits rank
makes it “tough” to sneak up on her. It should now make
sense how core ranks work. Actions taken against characters
are trivial, challenging, or tough, based on their core ranks.
The same exact skill check mechanics apply regardless of
whether or not a skill check is opposed or unopposed.

When significant cinematic or environmental fac-
tors complicate or augment an opposed skill check (e.g. she
resisted our interrogation attempts for days with her tough
Resolve, but now we discovered where her family is hiding),
the GM reserves the right to upgrade or downgrade the dif-
ficulty of a roll. This should be used very sparingly, however.
GM s should stick using core ranks to determine difficulty,
and only augment in cases where the GM and players agree
that the proposed difficulty just doesnt make sense or feel
fair.
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OPPOSED SKILL CHECKS AGAINST
GROUPS

Sometimes actors need to impact groups of targets,
not just one target. In this case, a player character rolls a skill
check as normal, but resolves the outcome in the following
way: one or more 8+ successes means that the skill check
was successful against all targets with a tough core rank or
lower, or more abstractly, everyone in the group. One or
more 6+ success means that the skill check was successful
against all targets with a challenging core rank or lower, or
more abstractly, half of the group. One or more 4+ success
means that the skill check was successful against all targets
with a trivial core rank, or more abstractly, less than a third
of the group. Remember, a 6 rolled on a fate die is treated
as a success regardless of task difficulty. For the purpose of
group mechanics, consider it the same as rolling 8+ on an
attribute die.

When making a skill check against a small group,
it is useful to determine exactly which targets are impacted
and which targets resist.

An alchemist throws a fire bomb at a group of 3 merce-
naries. The alchemists player makes an opposed Thrown Missile
skill check without the GM defining the task difficulty. 2 of
the mercenaries opt to dodge the attack (with their challenging
Speed rank of 6+), while the remaining mercenary opts to take
cover (with his tough Wits rank of 8+). The alchemists player
resolves a single roll against each target separately. Having rolled
8, 9, 7, 1, and 2, the player scores 2 successes against the targets
dodging at 6+ (3 successes and 1 botch) and 1 success against
the target taking cover ar 8+ (2 successes and 1 botch).

When making a skill check against a large group, it

is best to use the more abstract method to resolve the roll.

A fire-dancer vies for the attention of a crowd so her
partner in crime can more easily pilfer the audiences coin. The
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fire-dancer’s player makes an opposed Performance skill check
without the GM defining the task difficulty. One or more 8+
result means that the entire crowd is mesmerized. One or more
6+ result means that over half the crowd is mesmerized, bur
those unflappable characters with a tough Resolve are not dis-
tracted enough to be easily pick-pocketed.

/ROOT/CORE MECHANICS/
SIMULTANEOUS OPPOSED SKILL
CHECKS

Sometimes actors are actively trying to impede one
another’s progress simultaneously or gain advantage in an
ongoing struggle (e.g. a card game, a debate, a stare down,
etc.). In this case, both actors make opposed skill checks,
and whoever has the most successes (or at least the fewest
botches) prevails. The difficulty of a simultaneous opposed
skill check is determined the same way as normal opposed
skill checks: based on the core rank of the other actor. Ties
warrant another set of rolls.

Two dwarven gamblers are locked in a high stakes
game of cards. Both are perfectly still, stifling any physiological
clue that might betray their emotions (and thus, their cards).
At the same time, they scan each other for the slightest clue,
the slightest behavioral leakage that might divine what cards
the other is holding. Both actors make opposed Deception skill
checks simultaneously. The rask difficulty for each actor is equal
to the Wits rank of the other.
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SIMULTANEOUS UNOPPOSED SKILL
CHECKS

Sometimes actors aren’t actively trying to impede
one another’s progress. They are merely trying to outdo
one another. In this case, both actors make unopposed skill
checks, and whoever has the most successes (or at least the
fewest botches) prevails. The difficulty of a contest is deter-
mined the same way as normal unopposed skill checks. Ties
warrant another contest.

A bandit is chasing a courier through a dense forest.
In this case, both actors make an unopposed Athletics skill check
simultaneously. The GM has determined that running through
the forest without falling down is a challenging task (6+). If the
bandit has more successes than the courier, then he has caught
up to and cornered the courier. If the courier has more successes
than the bandit, then she has gotten away.

/ROOT/CORE MECHANICS/

SECRET SKILL CHECKS

To ratchet up the tension of a scene, a GM might
want to make a skill check on a player’s behalf and keep the
results secret, not sharing those results until a dramatically
appropriate moment. Alternately, a GM character may be
acting in secret against a player character, and will make a
skill check against a player character’s core rank, and only
notify that player if the skill check is a failure. These are
called secret checks.

For example, an assassin might attempt to sneak up
on a player character. The GM would make a secret skill
check against that player’s Wits rank. If the skill check is a
success, the assassin approaches the player character, who is
oblivious to the threat. If the skill check is a failure, the play-
er character hears a branch snapping underfoot and turns
around to spot the approaching assassin.
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As another example, a GM might not want a play-
er to know whether or not her character’s Deception skill
check was successful or not. Did the guard believe the lie?
Or is the guard simply waiting for more backup to arrive
before confronting the lying character? In this case, the GM
would ask the player what the character’s Cunning attribute
rank is and make the skill check on the player’s behalf, but
keep the results secret. Perhaps the players will discover if
the lie worked, or perhaps they won't, and the tension will
linger.

Secret checks are a great way for GMs to create
an atmosphere of paranoia and doubt, and should be used
liberally during scenes designed to draw out these feelings.
However, GMs should also periodically assess the group and
determine if the players are experiencing tension fatigue.
Too much uncertainty, for too long, can make players feel
powerless and resentful. If that becomes the case, there are
a few ways to relieve this: the characters finally reach a safe
haven, the shadowy figure tailing them is finally spotted, or
the secret lingering over them is finally exposed.

/ROOT/CORE MECHANICS/

SK1iLL CHECKS OVER TIME

An ark isn’t built in a day and a safe isn't cracked in
a minute. Some things take time... sometimes hours, days,
weeks, or even years. Further, sometimes a character makes
progress towards a goal, while other times she faces setbacks,
both of which can impact when a long term project is ac-
tually complete (or scrapped entirely). Later in the rules,
we'll be discussing specific examples of things that take time
(e.g. picking a complex lock, forging a new sword, sewing
oneself into the cult’s inner circle, etc.). However, the basic
idea is simple: sometimes a character needs to accumulate a
number of successes over time, over the course of multiple
skill checks, to accomplish a task. She accumulates successes
with each dice roll, unless she rolls botches, which subtract
from the pile of successes she has accumulated.

A ranger wishes to climb a treacherous mountain,
--MORE- -
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which is a tough task (8+), and is a task that is not easily done
in a single day. The GM decides that the ranger will need to
accumulate a rotal of 8 successes over several skill checks, each of
which represents the rangers progress (or lack thereof) over the
course of an 8 hour period of time. Successes signify her prog-
ress towards the summit, while botches signify her wasting her
efforts or even finding herself further from the summit than she
had originally thought. It might take the ranger 2 skill checks
(and 16 hours) to climb to the summit, or it might take several
skill checks (assuming she has enough food and supplies ro keep
pushing herself), all depending on the results of her multiple
skill checks.
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/ROOT/SKILLS/

THE BIG SKILL LIST

This section elaborates on the 24 skills available to
characters. Each skill is described and illustrated with an ex-
ample of an opposed skill check and/or an unopposed skill
check, where applicable. Some skills (e.g. Alchemy) have
additional mechanics to consider, but such additional me-
chanics will be detailed more in later sections. The goal here
is to inform readers on when a skill check should be made,
what dice should be thrown, and how results should be me-
diated. What is important at the outset is the fact that any
character can use any skill. There is no “choosing” skills. All
skills are available to all characters. Any character can try to
mix an alchemical potion, tame a wild animal, or perform a

backflip, etc.

Acrobatics

This skill determines a character’s ability to jump,
tumble, flip, and perform other balance-stressing acrobatic
feats.

10 avoid a torrent of lava flooding the dwarven crypt,
Thrace attempts to jump up into the rafters. Thrace has an Agil-
ity rank of 3. The GM determines this is a challenging task
(6+). Thraces player rolls 3 attribute dice and 2 fate dice, hop-

ing to get at least 1 success.

Evading injury, achieving a tactical advantage, or
traversing an obstacle are good ways to resolve success. Los-
ing equipment, injuring oneself, or accidentally destroying
objects are good ways to resolve failure.

Athletics

This skill determines a character’s ability to climb,
swim, run, and perform other stamina-intensive athletic
feats.
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Moriarta runs for the exit while the temple crumbles
around her. Moriarta has an Agility rank of 2. The GM de-
termines this is a trivial task (4+). Moriartas player rolls 2
attribute dice and 3 fate dice, hoping to get at least I success.

Evading injury, achieving a tactical advantage, or
traversing an obstacle are good ways to resolve success. Los-
ing equipment, injuring oneself, or accidentally destroying
objects are good ways to resolve failure.

Alchemy

This skill determines a character’s ability to use re-
agents to create potions, salves, and other alchemical con-
coctions. It also determines a characters ability to identify
concoctions and intuit their properties.

Herkin mixes reagents together to make a healing po-
tion. Herkin has a Knowledge rank of 4. The GM determines
this is a trivial task (4+). Herkins player rolls 4 attribute dice
and 1 fate dice, hoping ro get at least 1 success.

Successful creation/identification of a concoction,
making a bigger batch, or making a more potent batch, are
good way to resolve success. Concoction side effects or lab
mishaps (like explosions or poisonings) are good ways to
resolve failure.

Beast Ken

This skill determines a character’s ability to tame,
ride, and otherwise cooperate with creatures. It also deter-
mines a characters ability to identify creatures and intuit
their behaviors and weaknesses.

Thrace attempts to hush a growling hound by giving it
a treat. Thrace has a Presence rank of 1. The guard hound has
challenging Resolve (6+). Thraces player rolls 1 attribute dice
and 4 fate dice, hoping ro get at least 1 success.

Moriarta attempts to identify an unseen creature scur-
rying through the shadowy corridor. Moriarta has a Presence
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rank of 2. The GM determines this is a challenging rask (6+).
Moriartas player rolls 2 attribute dice and 3 fate dice, hoping
to get at least 1 success.

Having the target obey orders, become pacified,
or bond with a character are good ways to resolve success.
Having the target mistake a character for predator/prey, or
clumsily injure her, are good ways to resolve failure.

Brute Melee

This skill determines a character’s ability to wield
heavy martial weapons such as swords, claymores, maces,
axes, and polearms, as well as impromptu weapons such as
chair legs.

Moriarta swings her mace at the skull of an assassin.
Moriarta has a Strength rank of 3. The assassin has a tough
Speed (8+), so he attempts to dodge the attack. Moriartas player
rolls 3 attribute dice and 2 fate dice, hoping ro get at least 1
suceess.

Successfully striking and wounding the target is
a good way to resolve success. Dropped/broken weapons,
missing a target, and hitting unintended targets (e.g. allies),
are good ways to resolve failure.

Charm

This skill determines a character’s ability to win the
favor or affection of others through honeyed words, kind
gestures, or seduction.

Moriarta wishes to lure the guard away from his post.
Moriarta has a Presence rank of 2. The guard has trivial Resolve
(4+). Moriartas player rolls 2 attribute dice and 3 fate dice,
hoping to get at least 1 success.

Having the target obey orders, let their guard down,
or fall in love with a character are good ways to resolve suc-
cess. Repulsing the target, or having the target pretend to be
charmed, or having the target see the real intent behind the
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act are good ways to resolve failure.
Craft

This skill determines a character’s ability to create,
repair, and sabotage objects.

Thrace delicately inserts the replacement gyro into the
broken down code engine. Thrace has a Knowledge rank of 2.
The GM determines this is a tough task (8+). Thraces player
rolls 2 attribute dice and 3 fate dice, hoping to get at least 1
suceess.

Successfully creating/repairing an object, or im-
proving the object’s attributes, are good ways to resolve suc-
cess. Shoddy craftsmanship, failed assembly, or making a
problem worse are good ways to resolve failure.

Deception

This skill determines a character’s ability to act, lie,
and disguise themselves.

1o save his life, Herkin tries to convince the bandits
that hes royalty and worth much more to them alive. Herkin
has a Cunning rank of 4. The most skeptical of the bandits has
challenging Wits (6+). Herkin’s player rolls 4 attribute dice and
1 fate dice, hoping to get at least 1 success.

Convincing lies and disguises, and redirected at-
tention, are good ways to resolve success. Skepticism, more
probing questions, and heated accusations are good ways to
resolve failure.

Escape Artistry

This skill determines a character’s ability to break

out of bonds, escape pins, and contort oneself to get into

and out of tight places.

Moriarta tries to worm her way into a slender paraper
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window. Moriarta has an Agility rank of 2. The GM deter-
mines this is a tough task (8+). Moriartas player rolls 2 attri-
bute dice and 3 fate dice, hoping to get at least 1 success.

Evading injury, achieving a tactical advantage, or
traversing an obstacle are good ways to resolve success. Los-
ing equipment, injuring oneself, or getting stuck are good
ways to resolve failure.

Feat of Strength

This skill determines a character’s ability to bend
bars, smash through doors, lift huge objects, and crush ob-
jects with bare hands. It also determines a character’s ability
to push or shove someone or something.

Herkin attempts to bend the dungeon bars so Moriarta
can try to slip through. Herkin has a Strength rank of 1. The
GM determines this is a tough task (8+). Herkins player rolls 1
attribute dice and 4 fate dice, hoping to get at least I success.

Moriarta hurls herself into the orc, hoping to knock
him over the edge of the cliff. Moriarta has a Strength rank of
3. The orc has challenging Power (6+). Moriartas player rolls 3
attribute dice and 2 fate dice, hoping to get at least I success.

Evading injury, successful manipulation of an ob-
ject, or traversing an obstacle are good ways to resolve suc-
cess. Injuring oneself, damaging an object beyond repair, or
making a horrible racket are good ways to resolve failure.

Fired Missile

This skill determines a character’s ability to use
bows, crossbows, ballistae, slings, and other mechanical
ranged weapons. This skill can be used to strike enemies or
objects at a distance.

Thrace sees his mark and fires a poisoned bolt from
his crossbow. Thrace has a Dexterity rank of 3. This target has
challenging Power (6+), so he attemprs to parry the attack with
his shield. Thraces player rolls 3 attribute dice and 2 fate dice,
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hoping to get at least 1 success.

Attempting to set the archive room ablaze, Herkin re-
leases his sling and lobs a firebomb through the window. Herkin
has a Dexterity rank of 2. The GM determines this is a chal-
lenging task (6+). Herkin’s player rolls 2 attribute dice and 3
fate dice, hoping to get at least 1 success.

Successfully striking and wounding the target is
a good way to resolve success. Dropped/broken weapons,
missing a target, and hitting unintended targets (e.g. allies),
are good ways to resolve failure.

Lock Picking

This skill determines a character’s ability to open
locks without using their key.

Thrace picks the chests lock so he doesn’t wake the en-
tire garrison smashing it open. Thrace has a Dexterity rank of
3. The GM determines this is a trivial task (4+). Thrace’s player
rolls 3 attribute dice and 2 fate dice, hoping ro get at least 1
suceess.

Unlocking an object and doing it quickly are good
ways to resolve success. Jammed locks, broken picks, time
wasted on failed attempts, and making a horrible racket are
good ways to resolve failure.

Medicine

This skill determines a character’s ability to heal
wounds and treat sickness.

Moriarta attempts to resuscitate Thrace, who failed ro
mention he couldn’t swim. Moriarta has a Knowledge rank of
1. The GM determines this is a tough task (8+). Moriartas
player rolls 1 attribute dice and 4 fate dice, hoping ro get at least
1 success.

Successful resuscitation, accurate diagnoses, and re-
stored health are good ways to resolve success. Failed resus-
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citation, wrong diagnoses, infection, and further injury are
good ways to resolve failure.

Menace

This skill determines a character’s ability to intimi-
date, interrogate, or otherwise frighten others.

Thrace holds his dagger under a flame and tells his
captive that, unless she talks, she will be soon be branded and
released to her people, who will be convinced she talked under
torture. Thrace has a Presence rank of 1. His captive has a tough
Resolve (8+). Thraces player rolls 1 attribute dice and 4 fate
dice, hoping to get at least 1 success.

Having the target flee in terror, surrender, or release
information during interrogation are good ways to resolve
success. Having the target shake the character’s confidence,
or become impervious to future menace attempts, or pro-
vide bogus information, are good ways to resolve failure.

Performance

This skill determines a character’s ability to sing,
dance, orate, or otherwise create and execute impressive
works of art, in order to move, impress, or distract an audi-
ence.

Herkin tries to captivate the court with poetry, pulling
attention away from Moriarta, who is reaching for the quar-
termasters keychain. Herkin has a Presence rank of 3. The most
unflappable member of the court has a tough Resolve (8+). Her-
kins player rolls 3 attribute dice and 2 fate dice, hoping to get

at least 1 success.

Enthralling/distracting an audience, bolstering a
reputation, and establishing devoted fans are good ways to
resolve success. Boring/annoying an audience, tarnishing a
reputation, or being banned from court are good ways to
resolve failure.
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Precise Melee

This skill determines a character’s ability to wield
light martial weapons such as daggers, short swords, whips,
and short spears.

Thrace flashes his dagger at the gnoll, hoping to spill
the contents of its belly. Thrace has a Dexterity rank of 3. The
barghest has tough Power (8+) and attempts to parry the attack
with its claws. Thraces player rolls 3 attribute dice and 2 fate
dice, hoping to get at least 1 success.

Successfully striking and wounding the target is
a good way to resolve success. Dropped/broken weapons,
missing a target, and hitting unintended targets (e.g. allies),
are good ways to resolve failure.

Query

This skill determines a character’s ability to seck
specific facts, perform research, navigate the Shardscape,
carefully structure their requests to automatons, and figure
out logical and mathematical puzzles.

Herkin scours through a heap of ancient texts to make
sense of the partys only clue: an obscure reference in a scroll
stolen_from the enemy. Herkin has a Knowledge of 4. The GM
determines this is a trivial rask (8+). Herkin’s player rolls 4
attribute dice and 1 fate dice, hoping to get at least I success.

Speedy answers, accurate answers, accurate transla-
tions, and creative problem solving are good ways to resolve
success. Wasted time, dead ends, embarrassing translation
errors, and lost credibility are good ways to resolve failure.

Scrounge
This skill determines a character’s ability to find

useful tools, parts, reagents, or clues by scouring the wilder-
ness, canvassing neighborhoods, or tossing rooms.
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Herkin has only minutes to find the stolen artifact be-
fore the guild members return to the warehouse. Herkin has a
Cunning rank of 4. The GM determines this is a tough task
(8+). Herkins player rolls 4 attribute dice and 1 fate dice, hop-
ing to get at least 1 success.

Discovering an object, doing so quickly, and doing
so without trashing the place or leaving a trace, are good
ways to resolve success. Not finding an object, or trashing
the place to do so, or making a horrible racket in the pro-
cess, are good ways to resolve failure.

Sleight of Hand

This skill determines a character’s ability to pick
pockets, plant objects, swipe valuables, and otherwise avert
attention away from her hands.

Moriarta attempts to slip a fraudulent scroll in the
courier’s bag without him noticing. Moriarta has a Dexterity
rank of 4. The courier has challenging Wits (6+). Moriarta’s
player rolls 4 artribute dice and 1 fate dice, hoping ro get at least
1 success.

Snatching/planting objects, evading detection, and
grabbing more than anticipated, are good ways of resolving
success. Detection, interception, or coin bags spilling onto
the ground are good ways to resolve failure.

Stealth

This skill determines a character’s ability to hide,
move silently, and otherwise evade detention.

Thrace attempts to sneak up on the sentry so he can
swiftly dispatch him with his dagger. Thrace has an Agility rank
of 3. The sentry has challenging Wits (6+). Thrace’s player rolls
3 attribute dice and 2 fate dice, hoping to get at least 1 success.

Hiding from enemies, silently approaching sentries,
and sneaking through a locale without stirring the resi-
dents, are good ways to resolve success. Detection, dropping
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equipment, getting stuck, or being spotted by someone oth-
er than the intended target, are good ways to resolve failure.

Thrown Missile

This skill determines a character’s ability to throw
objects such as daggers, spears, hand axes, and alchemical
flasks, as well as impromptu objects like rocks. This skill can
be used to strike enemies or objects at a distance.

Herkin tosses an acid flask at the armored warrior,
hoping to burn through his powerful plating. Herkin has a
Strength rank of 1. The armored warrior has trivial Speed (4+)
and attempts to dodge the missile. Herkins player rolls 1 attri-
bute dice and 4 fate dice, hoping to get at least 1 success.

1o win the knife throwing contest, Thrace must hurl
a blade at the apple resting on Moriarta’s head. Thrace has a
Strength rank of 3. The GM determines this is a tough task
(8+). Thraces player rolls 3 attribute dice and 2 fate dice, hop-

ing to get at least 1 success.

Successfully striking and wounding the target is
a good way to resolve success. Dropped/broken weapons,
missing a target, and hitting unintended targets (e.g. allies),
are good ways to resolve failure.

Tracking

This skill determines a character’s ability to track
down the location of a target by following the evidence
the target left behind, such as footprints, broken branches,
scent, or eye witnesses. It also determines a character’s ability
to navigate through unknown territory.

Herkin follows a blood trail leading away from the
scene of an unsuccessful assassination. Herkin has a Cunning
rank of 4. The wounded assassin has trivial Wits (4+). Herkin’s
player rolls 4 artribute dice and 1 fate dice, hoping ro get at least
1 success.

Discovering the location of a mark and approaching
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the mark from an advantageous position, or safely leading
the party to a destination, are good ways to resolve success.
Getting thrown off the scent, getting ambushed, getting
lost, or tipping off the mark that they are being tracked, are
good ways to resolve failure.

Traps

This skill determines a character’s ability to set traps
designed to kill or ensnare targets, or sound alarms upon
entry. It also determines a character’s ability to dismantle
traps that have been detected.

Thrace set an alarm trap at the caverns entrance so he
will be notified if someone has followed him inside. Thrace has
a Cunning rank of 2. A gnoll that has been tracking him has
challenging Wits (6+). Thraces player rolls 2 attribute dice and
3 fate dice, hoping to get at least 1 success.

Thrace handles a tome designed to dissolve its pages
with acid if the lock over it is tampered with. Thrace has a Cun-
ning rank of 2. The GM determines this is a rough task (8+).
Thraces player rolls 2 attribute dice and 3 fate dice, hoping to
get at least 1 success.

Successful injury or ensnarement of a target, or ac-
tivation of an alarm, are good ways to resolve success. Trap
detection, trap evasion, injury or ensnarement of the wrong
target, or being injured by a trap are good ways to resolve
failure.

Unarmed Melee

This skill determines a character’s ability to inflict
damage through strikes with their hands or feet.

Hands bound behind her back, Moriarta kicks at
the constable who is leading her to the gallows by sword point.
Moriarta has a Strength rank of 3. The constable has challeng-
ing Power (6+) and attempts to parry the attack. Moriarta’s
player rolls 3 attribute dice and 2 fate dice, hoping ro get at least
1 success.
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Successfully striking and wounding a target is a
good way to resolve success. Breaking fingers and toes, miss-
ing a target, and hitting unintended targets (e.g. allies), are
good ways to resolve failure.

/ROOT/SKILLS/
ENDURANCE AND WILLPOWER
AS SKILLS

While Endurance and Willpower are attributes not
associated with any skills, they themselves can be used to
make skill checks when dramatically appropriate. When en-
vironmental or situational factors put an actor under sig-
nificant physical or mental duress, instead of another actor
doing so, it may warrant a skill check but not necessarily
make sense to do an opposed skill check. For such checks,
simply treat the Endurance and Willpower as skills in their
own right.

Endurance

When used as a skill, this attribute determines a
character’s ability to resist the effects of poisons, toxins, and
physical exhaustion.

Herkin breaks into a cold sweat and realizes that the
host of the gala has poisoned his wine. Herkin has an Endurance
rank of 2. The poison is particularly potent: resisting its effects
is a tough task (8+). Herkin player rolls 2 attribute dice and 3
[Jate dice, hoping to get at least 1 success.

Resisting the effects of poisons and toxins, power-
ing through a grueling physical task, and carrying on despite
grievous injury are good ways to resolve success. Succumb-
ing to poisons and toxins, or falling unconscious in the face
of exhaustion, are good ways to resolve failure.

Willpower
When used as a skill, this attribute determines a
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character’s ability to remain calm, resist pain and mental du-
ress, resist temptation, and demonstrate courage in the face

of danger.

Moriarta stands before the flame-engulfed manor,
steeling herself to dash inside and rescue the unconscious Her-
kin. Moriarta has a Willpower rank of 3. The GM determines
this is a challenging rask (6+). Moriartas player rolls 3 atri-
bute dice and 2 fate dice, hoping to get at least 1 success.

Acting despite great personal danger, resisting a tru-
ly compelling offer/vice, and staying calm despite ongoing
pain and torture are good ways to resolve success. Cowering
in fear, indulging in vice, and begging for mercy are good
ways to resolve failure.

/ROOT/SKILLS/

COURAGE AND FEAR

While the mechanics of courage and fear were just
defined as a Willpower skill check, we thought it might be
useful to elaborate a bit on these topics. Courage and fear
are themes very important to role-playing games of the vari-
ous horror genres but less so in the fantasy genre. As a design
choice, we have included these themes in the case the GM
and players wish to play up the dark, gritty, and psychologi-
cal aspects of the Cryptomancer world. There are some scary
creatures and scarier agendas present in this setting, after all.

However, courage and fear often present interesting
problems in practice. While some players embrace the idea
of role-playing characters succumbing to the panic and pa-
ralysis of fear, others get frustrated by losing agency. There
can be a disconnect between what the player wants to do
(stand her ground) and what her character wants to do (flee
in terror). That’s not always fun for some players. Thus, we
introduce a compromise.

Players are fully permitted to ignore the outcomes
of their characters failing Willpower skill checks to keep
their cool, so long as they are OK with the GM downgrad-
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ing all of their failed skill checks into dramatic failures while
their character is panicking. If players are not OK with this,
then they will need to have their characters demonstrate an
appropriate level of cowardice (e.g. flight, paralysis, fetal po-
sition, and/or comic loss of bowel control). It is a risk-based
trade-off that each player will have to make when the situa-
tion arises.

Separated from his party, Thrace traipses through the
Jorest. There is something strange about how the shadows at his
feet are dancing. He looks up to see the giant, hairy thorax of a
spider, nearly as big as a boar, silently dropping towards him.
1t eight legs are outstretched like points on a star made of night-
mares. The GM determines this horrific sight warrants a Will-
power skill check of trivial difficulty (4+) if Thrace is to keep his
cool. Thrace has a Willpower rank of 2. His player makes the
roll but gets no successes. Thrace succumbs to bis fear and begins
to flee in terror... except his player doesn’t like thar outcome and
tells the GM that hell be ignoring it.

Instead, the player says, Thrace will brace himself; raise
his short sword to the sky, and wait for the giant vermin to
impale isself. The GM notifies Thraces player that she