Vale of the Echoing Sea,

Guidelines for Players and Campaign Synopsis
Guidelines for Players—

(1) Rules—

(A) Basic Set—In an effort to keep the rules set as stable and as simple as possible, we will be using only one book, Monte Cook’s Arcana Unearthed.  For the time being, this is the only book you’ll need to own to play the game.  All spells, feats, skills, etc., will come from this book and this book only.  

The DM’s may, as always, pull material from other books.  Though we promise to be judicious in this use of new material so we avoid your feeling “like I am the only Giant without Large and In Charge,” and similar issues.  We anticipate the book being the norm, and any deviation by us, an extreme case.  

(B)  Adding Additional Material—We will be taking a fairly conservative tack when in comes to including additional material.  Feel free to ask the DM’s about outside material that interests you—we fully expect that as the campaign continues some additions will be made.   For the moment, however, we will feel that the basic player’s handbook, supplemented with some material specific to our campaign setting, offers more than enough versatility.

Should the DM’s approve an addition, the player soliciting that addition is expected to make the material available to all other players, preferably by photocopy.

(2) Collaboration—

Michael Trice and Michael Martin will be collaborating to DM two separate groups of players in the same campaign world, beginning on the same campaign date.  The DM’s will work together to create material for the campaign, but each DM is the final arbitrator of gaming disputes within his group.  There is no appeal.
Currently, Michael Trice’s group will consist of Kurt, Zabe, Jimmie, Michael M., Derek, Sam and Phillip, while Michael M.’s group will consist of Tony, Jimmie, Eric, Russ, and Josh.  There may be changes as the beginning of the campaign approaches.

(3) Scheduling—

The campaign will begin on Thursday, 8/28th with Michael Martin’s group.  Michael Trice’s group will first play Thursday, 9/2nd.  Thereafter, groups will game twice a month, alternating on Thursday (e.g., 9/9 and 9/23 for Michael M. and 9/16 and 9/30 for Michael T., etc.).  We hope this schedule will remain stable for quite a long while.

(4) Test Games—

Test games for the AU system will take place Thursday, 8/14, Michael Trice GM’ing, characters at 7th level, then again on Thursday, 8/21, Michael Martin GM’ing, characters at 15th level.  

(5) Advice for Campaign Character Creation—

(A) Campaign Tone—We have been saying that this will be a “rogue’s campaign.”  We do not mean that everyone must create a roguish character; in fact, there is no rogue class, properly speaking, in AU.  Instead, what we mean is that these characters, by force of circumstances or choice, are outsiders.  For whatever reason, they are permanently on the run, moving from one place to another to keep, hopefully, one step ahead of whatever’s chasing them.  They possess a “roguish” worldview, though they may belong to any AU character class.

(i) We plan for the campaign setting to be very dark, violent, and dangerous.  The game style will be episodic rather than epic—instead of a campaign world where the character is central to heroic stories developing in the world, expect a world where the characters are struggling to make do on the periphery.  These characters inhabit a cruel, indifferent universe where their deaths will go unremarked and probably unmourned.

“A man said to the universe:

‘Sir, I exist!’

‘However,’ replied the universe,

‘The fact has not created in me

A sense of obligation.’”  (Stephen Crane, 1899).

The campaign will be deadly, we think, particularly at first.  We are thus asking that each player prepare two characters he’d like to play, and have them both on hand.  That way, should something untoward befall the first character, the second will be on hand right away.

(ii) See page 6 in AU for the alignment system—in brief, there is none.  We feel that this is the next logical step in the relativistic campaigns Michael and I have tended to run.  Do not interpret this as your opportunity to design a Black Paladin of Absolute Evil.  We can all tell tales about how “evil mastermind” parties don’t work out (one reason why they don’t is probably because real human beings (even sub-humans) don’t think about themselves like that).  Instead, design a believable character who is probably a mix of good and bad, selfless and the selfish. As you create your characters, don’t think of them in the old PH alignment system, but try to design a believable character whose actions are likely to complicate simplistic notions of who’s right and who’s wrong.  The campaign will not possess a reliable, consistent arbiter of such judgments.  This fact does not necessarily mean that we’re playing an “evil” campaign—noble, selfless acts will still be possible, as will mean, spiteful, cruel acts.  The morality of those actions is likely to be judged contextually, however, and rewarded and punished accordingly.  The “moral tone” of the game will be set by the characters you create, by how they interact with each, and by how their environment shapes them.

(iii) Unlike in previous games, this will not necessarily be an “urban” campaign.  It’s possible that you will spend a great deal of time in cities, but it’s also possible but that the group might settle into being highwaymen, or even Robin Hood style bandits.  The choice will be yours.  Expect to move around a great deal.

(iv) It would seem wise to value “flexibility” as an important virtue in your character designs.  Though the character designed to do one thing and one thing only has its place in the fantasy universe, that place is probably elsewhere.  By all means, make a magister if you like, but your magister is going to be a lot happier (and longer lived) with decent STR and CON scores.  In the sort of extreme situations in which these characters are going to find themselves, characters with gapingly obvious limitations are going to, well, . . . die (this means don’t design a Valerian-type character with little survival skills, for instance).  Overall, I guess I’d recommend taking advantage of what I perceive to be the trend in AU towards characters with class-spanning skill sets.

(v) The “conspicuousness” of your character may well count as a disadvantage.  You should consider that as you prepare.

(vi) Though the world is relatively high magic, the campaign is fundamentally anthropocentric (I include all the PC races in what counts as “anthropocentric,” though humans and faen are the dominant species in the campaign setting as sketched below).  Your characters may well encounter fantastic monsters, but their fundamental antagonists will almost certainly look a lot like themselves; they will not, in other words, be able to deflect their anxieties on “evil,” unpalatable races.  In fact, we do not intend a plethora of non-playable humanoid races—as of now, only one exists in the Dramohj.

(B) Character Classes and Races—All AU character classes and races are acceptable.  We do not say, necessarily, that it will be easy to play them all, only that they will work.  In particular, the oathsworn will produce some particular roleplaying difficulties.  If you are considering playing an oathsworn, do consider having a chat with your DM.

(C) Character Creation—The AU character creation sketch on page 6 is a solid outline of how we intend to run characters.  Follow it.  Feel free to roll several sets of abilities, choosing the set that pleases you most.  
(D) Optional Rules—We are playing all of the optional rules listed in AU, including hero points (162-3) and the death’s door rules (150).  In general, we’re planning to play the AU rules to the hilt—there are no exceptions at the moment.  We might adjust that judgment as the test games proceed.

(6) Character Development—

(A) Character Background—For the character you plan to enter the campaign with, please write up a brief background and e-mail it to your DM.  At a minimum, this background information should include your reasons for adventuring and what you’re doing when the campaign begins.  Please have this background to your DM at least 48 hours before your game is due to start.  The DM will “intervene” in writing on your paragraph, and will return it to you at the game’s beginning.  His “intervention” will include adjudication of anything in your background that might need adjudication—it might also include surprises.  Your character will not be permitted to enter the campaign without a background in place.
(B) Goals—In between your gaming sessions, write a paragraph to your DM via e-mail, detailing what your character has been doing and/or thinking in the “time passes” gaps between.  We want to try to move some of the character’s “personal time” and ceremonies into this forum so that group time can be focused on the group.  DM’s will intervene and adjudicate, returning the sheets to the character at the beginning on each game.  These paragraphs will also articulate goals for the coming game.  XP will be based largely on goals.

Campaign Synopsis—

The campaign world takes place on a large and densely settled continent.  The eastern lands—the Lands of the Diamond Throne—correspond closely to the setting described in AU.  An advanced empire, ruled by giants, shepherds lesser races such as humans and faen.  In the far west, steep fjords lead to the archipelagoes controlled by a mighty nation of the dramojh, the ancestral enemies of the giants.  Far in the west, legend has it that the dragons themselves brood upon stratagems for recovering the lands stolen from them of old.  In the deserts to the southeast, an ancient and aloof dynasty of Verrik kings rules in splendid isolation.  In the spine of these lands, nestled in the lofty peaks which have long separated the dramojh and the giants, a broad and populous valley remains the only land where humans rule independently.  Fierce and distrustful of outsiders, but fragmented politically, the free humans have long acted as a buffer between the great powers.  Their prosperity has been guaranteed by the fact all of the major trading routes between these three nations leads through the Vale of the Echoing Sea.

The “history” presented by the AU is very close to the text given to the children of those humans enslaved in the east—as one might expect, it attributes much more agency and general benevolence to the giants than is historically verifiable.  In the Vale of the Echoing Sea, the history is remembered somewhat differently.  Before the giants came, three hundred years ago, all the lands were held in thrall by the dramojh, though the Vale was even then an unruly province.  The giants drove the dragon-men from the east and pushed through the passes in the Vale.  They had nearly driven the darmojh from their strongholds when they suffered a terrible reverse.  The dragons themselves descended upon the invading host and the giants were slaughtered upon the ice at Mistmeer.  By this time, the human lands were in open rebellion and the warring races agreed to pull back to their eastern and western borders and respect the neutrality of the center—the Convenant of Mistmere Reach is still unbroken today.  In fact, it was only at this time that the giants began the great ceremony of Shu-Rin and dedicated themselves to peaceful pursuits, while creating the Sibeccai to keep their human wards in line.  Both great races washed their hands of the rebellious humans of the vale, deciding to help cultivate (in the image of the greater race, of course) the enslaved humans in the lands of the East and West.

Geography—

The Vale of the Echoing Sea may best be described as great “V’ slashed in the mountains dividing the continent.  This ‘V’ is 2720 miles wide at its widest East-West point and 3520 miles long at its longest North-South point.

The most populous and developed land in the vale is in the far south, where a series of rich river valleys pour into the Echoing Sea, so named because in the summer the booming of its breaking ice can be heard throughout the vale.  Clustered around this sea are a number of the richest cities in the land.  North of the sea is a broad belt of alpine woodland, which rises towards a ring of rugged hills and badlands.  North of this ring, the land becomes higher, drier, and much less suitable for farming.  Significant settlements here generally tend to develop on the rivers, where irrigation makes some farming possible—a few notable rivers cut through this terrain.  On these high broken plains, forests of scraggly trees give way to a cold, dry wasteland.  A colossal, treacherous series of mountains and badlands divides the Vale from the north—in this range are several of the highest peaks in the known world, most of which have never been scaled.  Further north is a belt of tundra, and beyond that, glaciers and the Cold Waste.  Here human settlements give way to the territory of the Litorians.

Religion—

The more advanced races consider the human beings’ religiosity one of their more quaintly primitive characteristic.  Indeed, religion is one of the dominant forces in the Vale, though it would be saying too much to call it “organized.”  Outsiders (especially Giants and Verrik) frequently chuckle at the absurd abundance of the gods of the vale, saying that a draught of the water of the Ice Sea causes one to descend into mystical madness.  The Dramohj simply see these gods as the feeble filler which now has replaced their proper worship within the psyches of men.

The Beast Gods—The vast majority of the inhabitants of the Vale remain very close to the animistic religion of primitive human society.  They worship nature in all her manifestations, but particularly through her totems—the living beings who represent some facet of her power.  Perhaps nine tenths of the people follow the beast gods though they tend to be among the most humble.  The most devoted worshippers of these gods frequently take on the appearance of their totems—for worshippers of these totems, these beast-men are holy.

Totems: Bear (Black Bear, Ice Bear; Grisly Bear); Boar; Elk; Griffon; Hawk; Horse (Steppe Horse; Estavan); Lion (Mountain Lion, Lynx; Ice Cat); Otter; Racoon; Snake; Wolf (Black Wolf, Winter Wolf, Great Steppe Wolf); Wolverine. 

The Storm Gods—The ruling classes in the Vale worship manifestations of elemental might.  This pantheon, though strong, is limited mainly to the feudal families who rule the vale and to those who depend upon them for their livelihood.  Above all else, these gods prize the martial virtues.  They are warring and petty group who shift their favor from one house to the next with great rapidity.

There are six primary, active male elements, according to the humans of the Echoing Sea—iron, mind, sea, wind, ice, and wood.  Each of these corresponds to a male storm god.  There are five subordinate, passive female elements, according to the same mythos—fire, song, blade, thunder, and word.  Each of these corresponds to a female storm god.  (Names and portfolio to follow).  Most worshippers of the Storm Cult worship a single male divinity and all five female divinities.  There is some theological dispute about why this is so.  The avatars claim that this justifies the polygamous practices of the ruling classes, while most witches claim the disproportion is due to the comparative importance of the female divinities. 

The Faen Gods—No human scholar has ever succeeded in delineating the outlines of the Faen pantheon in all its multiplicity, but these gods exist and they are worshipped.  So long as a god has even a single worshipper he exists; likewise, a god may cease to exist when his last worshipper forgets of his existence.  Faen gods are a numerous and short-lived lot.

The Cult of Am-Re—In the great city of Rab’meer, near the pass leading to the Verrik Empire, a new cult has recently arisen, claiming to worship a single god, more powerful than all the rest.  The cult has named Ghera-Din, Desgrave of Rab’meer and first convert to Am-Re as rightful High Suzerain of all the Vale.  Ghera-Din has stated his intention to conquer the Vale and purge all other gods from the land, and the devotees of Am-Re are displaying unusual aggression.  The other political rulers are not especially pleased by this development, but they’re not especially worried either.

The Dragon Lords—For three hundred years the Mojh have been trying to proselytize in the Vale.  The occasionally succeed in converting someone to the unpopular worship of the dragons in the west.  They show every intention of continuing for another three hundred years.

Politics—

Never having been unified, the Valley of the Echoing Sea is a confusing patchwork of competing political interests laid out along feudal lines.  No fewer that fifty-one more or less independent political entities exist—any given entity’s lands are not necessarily contiguous.  These fifty-one mini-states are more or less in a constant state of war with one another—alliances form and fall apart with great dispatch.  Periodically one state manages to conquer another and eliminate its rulers.  That sort of event, however, is rare, and there are always new bandit lords seeking ennoblement.  This highly chaotic political order has remained static for several hundred years since before the invasion of the giants.  No one state has ever become powerful enough to challenge it.

There are three ranks of nobility.  Twenty-two desgrave have ascended to what we might call a duchal holding—every desgrave rules an independent state and exacts fealty from a number of lesser noblemen.  The second rank consists of seventy-six margraves.  Twenty-eight margraves possess independent states; the rest owe oaths of fealty either to a desgrave or to another margrave.  The lowest rank of nobility is made up of 312 kasgraves.  Among this pool of minor nobility and knights, a few maintain independent states, but most maintain estates beholden either to a margrave or a desgrave.  The ruler of a state claims the title suzerain.

The ruling houses of the Vale of the Echoing Sea are profoundly patriarchal.  Women may not inherit titles, own property, or rule.  Female children are frequently given as gifts to the harems of other rulers.  Each nobleman maintains a harem of women for pleasure and for purposes of creating a suitable heir.  Marriage is rare.  Polygamy is also common among the poor, though limits on resources resort in these broods being smaller and, occasionally, communal in nature.

The business of the nobility is the political and economic management of the lands—particularly warfare.  Each desgrave maintains a warguild near his seat of power, and is primarily concerned with maintaining his income through the taxation of caravanserai and more directly productive methods.  Each spring sees a new spate of mobilization and warfare as each warlord tries to broaden the scope of his power.

The highest honor for a warlord is to die upon the field of battle.  For those who die particularly gloriously, a strange boon is bestowed—a visitation of the Swarm.  When such warriors die, many winged, demonic-like women (known as “witches’ brood”) swoop down upon the battlefield and bear his soul to the heavens.  When the snows melt the following year, the hero is reborn as an avatar—a living, breathing representative of the Storm Gods.  These avatars wander the world, generally wreaking havoc and pursuing ends unfathomable to mortals—those of other faiths believe that their transformation has rendered them insane.  Nine of the current houses holding desgrave rank count an avatar among their blood; though it is true that avatars almost never actually help their houses after their metamorphosis, they are considered to do great honor to their house.  They are welcomed with fear when they stop in to carouse and slake their god-like appetites in the harems of their grandsons.

Economy—

The humans of the Vale of the Echoing Sea are blessed both by location and by great natural wealth.  The mountains of the south are rich in iron, copper, tin, and coal, and the lands of the south are quite fertile.  The sea yields great resources of fish, and the forests of the center are renowned throughout the world for their woods.  The greatest natural resource of the Vale, however, are the gemstone and precious metals mines which bristle throughout the northern mountains.

Despite all these riches, however, the economy of the Vale is driven largely by the caravan routes which traverse the country from East to West.  Three routes are particularly notable.  The first (the most southern) emerges from the valleys to the south, hugs the south sea of the Echoing Sea and turns towards the southeast mountains.  This route connects the southern population centers of the dramojh with the Verik Empire.  In the center, a route crosses the vale, connecting the center of the dramohj lands with the southern extremities of the giants’ realm.  The northern trade route, which leaves the dramojh lands, and threads through the Vale to reach the greatest cities of the giants, also has the advantage of passing near the humans’ richest mines.

With occasional exceptions, the southern route remains open all year.  The passes of the middle route are closed in winter.  Great stretches of the northern route may only be traversed in summer.  This makes the city of Malina a focal point for caravans braving the tundra in the Vale’s short summer.  

The caravan routes are, in general very well maintained, with caravanserai (large fort-like inns) a day’s travel apart.  Though each noble has an interest in maintaining the section of the route passing through his territory, what he does after the caravan has passed through his territory is his own business.  Because of the dangers of political instability, banditry, and the harshness of the lands through which they pass, caravans are often extremely well armed.  The caravanserai are sometimes quite dangerous places.

Races—

The lands of the Echoing Sea are dominated by human beings who live independently of both the drahmojh and the giants.  As the dominant intelligent social species in the area, most of the political and economic power belongs to humans.  The faen (quickling, loresong, and spryte) form a significant minority population, however; though they cannot be said to rule any given political entity in the land, they possess several important enclaves and play important and accepted roles in several cities.  Humans and faen live more or less harmoniously throughout the lands.

Giants, Verrik, the Dramojh and Sibeccai are foreign to the cold valleys of the Echoing Sea (players cannot, by the way, choose to play a dramojh); nonetheless, they are not particularly uncommon, especially along the routes of the caravanserai or in the cities in which commerce takes place.  Most characters of these races will have journeyed from the lands ruled by their species to the human lands for purposes of trade, to protect traders, or perhaps just seeking adventure.   Giants and Sibeccai are most frequently encountered on the northernmost trade route, Verrik travel the southernmost route, and the Dramojh travel all the routes.  Most free humans regard these races with varying degrees of suspicion and/or dislike—in cosmopolitan areas, they are tolerated, but away from the trade routes this mistrustcan ripen to opent hostility.  It should be remembered that in both the empires of the giants and the dramojh, human beings are enslaved, or, at the least, colonized.  The fiercely independent humans of the Echoing Sea never forget.

The Litorians live in nomadic tribes that roam the frozen wastes north of the valley of the Echoing Sea.  Descending from the glaciers and tundra of their homeland, their clans often pass the deep winter sheltered in the valleys on the edge of human territory. There, they trade with humans and faen during a month-long festival.  It is rare, but not entirely unheard of, for a Litorian struck by wanderlust to pass further south and enter into the cities of men.  His welcome is not always warm.  While worshippers of the Beast Gods regard the Litorians as a chosen race, other humans regard them as savages, and can shun them, or even behave violently towards them.  Rumors abound that Litorians savor human flesh as a delicacy and devour them in unspeakable ceremonies.

Small colonies of Mojh exist in the mountains bordering the valley of the Echoing Sea to the east.  If anything, the mojh have become rather more prone to proselytism since their cousins and their vast empire are there to back them up.  Otherwise, they are basically unchanged from the description in AU. 

Classes—

Some classes are fundamentally unaltered from their description in AU.

Akashic—Akashic play an important role in the Vale.  Generally, they belong to a well-developed, unified, and typically monastic guild which sees to their interests—free-lance Akashics do exist, but the guild is easy-going and the advantages of being guilded are fairly evident.  Many Guild-temples are built on ancient Verrik and Dramohj cities, long lost.  Access to these sights constitute one of the most evident advantages of being guilded.

The High Monastery of the Akashic is located in the city of Dallow.  The order maintains six other mission / fortresses scattered about the vale (locations later).

Mage Blade—As they appear in the AU text.  Only one formal academy of Mage Blades exist in the Vale.  It is affiliated with the Academy of Evocation in Oranstein Suzerainty.

Magister—As they appear in the AU text.  Each of the eight schools of magic (abjuration, conjuration, divination, enchantment, evocation, illusion, necromancy, and transmutation) possesses an academy (city locations later).  PC’s belonging to the magister class should choose which school they have attended.

Oathsworn—As they appear in the AU text.

Runethane—As they appear in the AU text.

Unfettered—As they appear in the AU text.  Particularly common along the trade routes.

Warmain— As they appear in the AU text.  Most Warmains will be directly affiliated with an aristocrat—many aristocrats are themselves warmains.  Each ruler of the Desgrave rank maintains his own warguild as an essential support of his power.  There are thus 22 separate warguilds in the Vale (locations will follow).

Other classes have been altered somewhat:

Champion—Champions in the Vale tend less to champion abstract causes, and more either to champion specific ruling houses, specific gods (normally not of the Beast Cult variety, though a champion / totem warrior multi-class character might be possible), or one of the avatars.  We’re going to have to alter the rules for that somewhat.

Champion of the Nobility (then can attune at 10th):  1st  Compelling Command once per day per character level, 5th Infused with Authority +2 circumstance on Cha skills 10th +4 to all spells with mind affecting descriptor 15th and 20th same as Person if specific noble or place (tied to temple or city-state) if god or house 

Greenbond—If the Beast Gods had a formal church, greenbonds would be their priests.  Though there is no established rank among greenbonds, elders are much respected.  Among the common people, green bonds are revered, and the traveling greenbond never need want for cheer.  In return, they are expected to use their powers for the communities which they enter.  Greenbonds also share brotherhood with other greenbonds and totem warriors—they will do whatever is possible to help one another.  On day-to-day occasions, this brotherhood is demonstrated through the ancient practice of host / guest courtesy.  Though formal gatherings are uncommon, greenbonds know that many of their brethren visit the valleys where the Litorians winter in the cold months.  These camps often host many greenbonds and other Beast God worshippers.

Totem Warrior—If Greenbonds are the priests of the Beast Cult, totem warriors are their holy warriors.  The totem system has been expanded to include the animals they are most likely to find holy (see notes on the Beast God cult, above).  Most totem warriors will likely come from the tribes of nomadic people who make their home in the north.  Players wanting to have totem warrior character should inquire with their DM regarding the class abilities of any of the previous totems that interest them.

Witch—Witches occupy a somewhat unusual niche in the social structure of the Echoing Sea.  On the one hand, because they are the elite manifestations of the elemental gods worshipped by the nobility, it might be tempting to see them as the Storm Gods’ priesthood.  This would not be incorrect.  Yet, on the other hand, because witches worship the elemental forces themselves, they tend to have a more abstract notion of worship than that promulgated by the avatars of the storm gods.  As a result, they often have unfriendly relationships with the nobility.  They are respected, even admired, but a witch’s arrival at a noble’s court is often a bit like a prophet walking in the door ready to denounce the ruler.  Admiration goes with strong sense of fear and even annoyance.

Peaks are held to be holy to the followers of the Storm Gods.  All battlefields visited by the Swarm are also accounted rich in eldritch energy—the battle loses its magic energy when the avatar dies.  There are thus nine current visitation sites.

