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From the Editor’s Desk
Hello friend. I’d like to thank you for picking up our little e-zine and giving it a read. It
takes a great deal of time and energy to put this little beauty together and a whole lot of
work from a whole lot of wonderful people. It has been a pleasure to work with each one
of them and I hope you enjoy the fruits of their labors – and I hope it takes your mind
off things for a while.
But before we get to the feature presentation I just wanted to ask, how are you?
The world is weird right now and nobody has any idea on when things are actually going
to get any better. Over the last couple months RPGX has done its best to try to keep a
sense of light heartedness and fun that everybody can appreciate, and all things considered I’d say we’ve been doing a pretty fine job, and I want to thank you all for that.
One thing that most psychologists will agree on is that during these trying times it is
important to stay connected with your friends and family. That you should connect with
friends and loved ones through video chats, phone calls, texting, and email. That it helps
to feel the strength of your connections to your friends and loved ones, even though you
may not be with them in person. And I think that is just as important here on our site as
it is anywhere else.
There are countless people on this site who always manage to make me smile, laugh out
loud, and genuinely make my day just a little bit (and sometimes a lot bit) better, and
I hope you have people on this site who make you have the same experience, in fact,
maybe it’s even moi. And that’s exactly what we need right now. People who we can play
games with, argue with, battle evil monsters with, and save the world with – and I just
wanted to say thank you and that I hope you’re doing well.
If you want to become more involved so that you can influence even more people, we’re
always looking for volunteers here at Explosive Runes. We’re interested in adventures,
game reviews, stories, advice columns, games, novelties, anything at all!
Thank you again for taking the time to read our little electronic magazine and I hope you
all have a wonderful summer. I’d also like to wish you all a happy and healthy PRIDE!
Though we are apart, we are stronger together. Love is love, and you, dear reader, I love
too!
Stay safe out there, and I wish you all the best.
Enjoy.

– Wodine –

We stand in outrage at all acts,
overt or otherwise, of racism and
support all forms of racial equality.

Spice Up
Your Game

By Admin Dirk

Although the game that started the genre is
called Dungeons and Dragons, not everything
happens in dungeons. In fact, a lot of activity occurs around castles. When you write a
scene with a castle, do you know what all the
parts are? Do you know the difference between a tower and a turret? Between a rampart and a battlement?
Well, you are in luck! After reading this, you
will!
Scholars debate the scope
of the word castle, but
usually consider it to be the
private fortified residence of
a lord or noble. This is distinct from a palace, which
is not fortified; from a fortress, which was not always
a residence for royalty or
nobility; and from a fortified settlement, which was
a public defense – though
there are many similarities among these types of
construction. Usage of the
term has varied over time
and has been applied to
structures as diverse as hill
forts and country houses.
Over the approximately
900 years that castles were
built, they took on a great
many forms with many
different features, although
some, such as curtain walls,
arrowslits, and portcullises,
were commonplace.
The heart of the castle is
the Keep. This is the central
portion, usually multistorey,
often with a tower(s). The

size of the keep is almost
always an indication of the
wealth of the builder. Inside
the keep is almost always
a Great Hall, where business is conducted, meals
are had, and the life of the
castle occurs. The keep is
the home of the lord of the
castle.
The Curtain Wall is the
strong wall built around the
outside of the keep and the
bailey, what you normally think of when you see
a castle from outside. The
curtain wall was usually one
or two stories tall.
The Bailey is the enclosed
area between the inside of
the wall and the keep. It
housed a courtyard, huts/
homes and working places
of the various people who
lived in and worked at the
castle. Sometimes, the Bailey was small, barely large
enough for horses to enter
and perhaps a small area
for soldiers to muster, along
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with some small buildings
for the castle servants to
live. Other times, they were
huge, and could have stables, smithies, armories,
and smaller homes.
The Gate House was essentially the castle’s front door
and was usually very well
protected. The gate house
faced the only bridge over
the moat, if the castle was
built with a moat, which
is a deep, wide ditch surrounding the whole Castle
complex. Castles were often
built near a water supply
such as a river, stream,
lake or spring. Some castle
moats were up to 30 feet
deep and usually measured
at least 12 feet in width.
Not all castles had moats;
in fact, they are rather
rare. Many castles depended on other features, such
as building on a hillside, or
against a cliff, to provide
protection, and force enemies to come from one side
or facing.

Battlements were the series of raised sections with
gaps between them running
along the top of a castle
wall. Many people consider
these to be “towers”, but
the true tower was on the
keep itself. Defenders could
fire arrows from the gaps
(the crenels) and hide behind the raised parts (the
merlons).
A portcullis was a heavy
spiked barrier (made from
metal or wood). When attackers were trying to get
inside the castle, the portcullis would be lowered in
front of or behind the castle
doors to help protect them.
People often think of these
as “gates”, but the castle’s
gate was internal to the
portcullis, and often part of
the castle door.
The parapet was the top
of the castle wall, or curtain wall, and formed the
parapet walk. Typically, we
picture these with crenels
and merlons, behind which
the guards patrolled. Not all
parapets had such features,
however... some were completely covered (covered
parapet) and used arrow
slots or openings for vision
outside.
Sometimes, curtain walls
extended “out” and partially
enclosed areas outside the
castle. When this occurred,
we consider those walls to
be ramparts. A rampart is
a wall that does not form a
complete enclosure.

The area between ramparts
was often a flat area, or
field, and would be considered to be “the lists”. These
areas are where knights
would practice, outside the
castle.
If material other than stone
was used to project out into
the fields, and form a list,
those would be stockades.
Usually, these were wood,
but earth could be built up
to form a low mound or
wall, and create a stockade.
Chemise: The wall enclosing the base of the keep to
defend it.
Bartizan: A sentry box projecting from a wall used
to survey the surrounding
area.
Postern: a door built into
a rampart. Usually, these
were concealed or secret
doors.
Brattice: Small box or
machicolation projecting
from the wall to reinforce its
defense. These projections
helped archers or spearmen
attack enemies from slightly to the side or behind, as
they attacked the castle
walls.
A Barbican is a freestanding
structure with arrow slits
used to defend the castle’s
footbridge. It was not part
of the battlements or curtain walls, but a secondary
structure to provide cover
and help for the footbridge
and gatehouse.

Some ramparts or parapets
were built to hang over
the ground below. These
were called balconies, and
had apertures in the floor
through which projectiles
were dropped on assailants.
A postern gate was a secondary gate at the rear of
the castle. A postern tower
was a second tower to the
rear of the castle.
A sally port is a secure,
controlled entry way into
and out of the castle, usually to the side or rear. The
entrance is always protected by some means, such as
a fixed wall on the outside,
parallel to the door, which
must be circumvented to
enter and prevents direct
enemy fire from a distance.
It may include two sets of
doors that can be barred
independently to further
delay enemy penetration.
These were used by defenders to “sally out” and circle
around behind the enemy,
while they were engaged in
attacking the front of the
castle.
Hope you found this information useful, and now
have a few more words to
spice up your game!

Entropy
Jaydes wakes at night in a wilderness, and
realizes he is in a new body. It’s male,
but it’s small and scrawny with soft hands
– not the smith’s body he’s used to, but
something more like a young scribe or
page. The tattoos covering the singed flesh
still feel raw.

A short story by HotsuSama

He’s about to peek through the window
when the door opens and a young woman
regards him with a blank stare. She’s bundled in swathes of material to guard her
against the cold night despite the fire coming from the hearth, so that only her head
and hands are bare. And she’s groomed
immaculately – again, it unnerves him that
such order and cleanliness can be found in
the middle of a wilderness. Her stare keeps
him uncomfortable. She doesn’t seem
concerned at the presence of a tattooed
stranger on her doorstep in the middle of
the night – even though she seems to be
alone in the house.

He stands and manages a brief moment
upright before he topples, both from his
own imbalance and the uneven ground.
Pain spikes where he strikes the ground –
another difference from the smith’s more
calloused frame.
He needs to find Zuanna. He can remember her, a clear picture within a long
stretch of smudged memory.

‘Where are you from?’ is all she says.

It takes some aimless walking, but Jaydes
soon sees a light in the distance; he heads
towards it, swaying from the unfamiliar
weight of his own body in motion. But he
doesn’t fall again. It only occurs to him
then: he has been born in many bodies,
and has needed to learn their idiosyncrasies each time.

‘I don’t know,’ says Jaydes. They’re his first
words from this body. They sound halfthere, crumbling as soon as they leave his
throat.
She regards him a short while longer, then
apparently decides he’s no threat and steps
aside to invite him in. He enters and feels
a chill, despite the nearby fire; sitting in
a simple chair, rustic but smooth to the
touch, he avoids the calm gaze of his host.
Jaydes knows this chair, and he knows this
house. They’re images from a previous
life, teasing him as he tries to discern their
meaning.

The light is from a house, cradled by the
forest. A candle burns on the windowsill, as
if to beckon him home. It’s not a hovel –
it’s far too precisely constructed for that –
but too small to be a lord’s country estate.
Jaydes moves closer, wary of whom might
live here. The ground around the property
is cleared of growth and he passes a simple vegetable patch on his way to the front
door. It’s a nice house. It feels warm and
inviting. His hand is shaking as he finally
knocks.

‘Do you know where you’re headed?’ she
asks as she moves to the fire, placing a
cooking pot over the flame and pulling a
cord by the hearth.
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‘No. But I’m looking for
someone,’ Jaydes adds
quickly, scratching at the
tattoos on his arm. ‘Her
name’s Zuanna. She’s old.
Looks like she has a… bout
of leprosy, but that’s not
what it is.’ Some words
come easy, some are a
struggle. He wonders where
and how he learnt to speak.
‘There’s a town nearby,’ the
woman says. ‘She may be
there. Your mother?’
‘Ah… no. We have the
same…’ This word is particularly difficult. ‘The same…
father. In a way.’
‘If she’s that old, your father must be all bone and
wrinkles,’ the woman teases. She comes towards him,
and he doesn’t see the proffered mug of wine at first.
He takes it, relishing the
brief contact with her hand.
His memories don’t include
any notion of intimacy. He
sips – weak and unclean,
almost a relief as something rough and imperfect
in this immaculate house –
and keeps his attention to
the floor. Again that painful echo in the back of his
mind, stronger than before
– it’s a familiar taste.
‘Do you live here alone?’ he
asks.
She lifts her head and holds
the silence briefly. ‘Yes.’

‘You know … it’s not safe to
live here alone. Animals, or
worse.’
She doesn’t answer.
He gulps down the rest of
the wine, feeling it trail
down his chin. The liquid
flows onto one of the tattoo lines on his chest and it
stings. He’s only been in the
body for a very short time
– it took nearly a week for
him to adjust to the smith’s
body. It was on fire at every
moment, and the sensation
of wanting to rip himself out
of what felt like a foreign
husk was maddening.
‘You haven’t asked me
about these,’ Jaydes says,
gesturing to the dark-inked
marks running like stitch
lines across his skin. ‘I don’t
think anyone ever asks,
never says anything about
them. Except for Zuanna,
anyway. I went to the… the
market in town one day and
she appeared, bundled in
rags. Pointed at my arms
and asked me if I remembered how I got them. Then
she showed me the same
marks on her own arm,
but… well… not leprosy, but
looked like it, you know?
She was dying, said her
body was falling apart and it
would happen to me too.’
‘There are people in town
who know the skin-painting art,’ the woman mumbles. ‘It’s not far from here,

about—’
‘About half an hour’s walk
from here,’ says Jaydes.
‘Yes. I know. I also know
there’s a trapdoor behind
this house, near the vegetable patch. And that cord you
pulled triggers a bell alarm
in the workshop there.’ He
leans in, aware there’s not
much time left. ‘I’ve shown
you mine,’ he says, gesturing again to his tattoos.
‘Can you show me yours?’
The woman is silent. But
she clutches at her wrists,
bundling her hidden skin
away from his eyes.
‘I remember this house,
the trapdoor, but I don’t
remember you. Are you
Zuanna?’ snaps Jaydes,
now standing. The woman shakes her head and
he sighs. ‘Sorry. You don’t
know me, do you? Never mind.’ He comes closer
and tugs at the soft wrapping around one of her
arms; she doesn’t resist. A
black snake-trail, as fresh
as if only now rubbed in
with soot, terminates at
her slender wrist. The skin
around the tattoo is red and
welted. ‘I don’t know how
to begin telling you about
what they are,’ he says.
‘I think I remember more
now.’
‘Father says they’re birthmarks,’ she says without
conviction.

The air in the room changes. Jaydes didn’t hear the
front door open behind
him but he feels the cool
breeze slither in, and he
knows who’s standing at the
threshold. As soon as that
cord was pulled, he was in
the trap. ‘He told me the
same thing,’ Jaydes says.
‘In fact, I think I’ve heard it
a few times before.’
‘You have,’ says their father,
their master – their creator – as he closes the door
behind him. There’s another
tattooed figure with him,
a tall and imposing male
with broad shoulders. ‘You’d
think I’d have a better story
by now,’ says the old man,
‘but I say birthmarks and
usually none of you question it.’
‘But I remember,’ Jaydes
says.
‘Yes. I hadn’t finished patterning you in your current
life when you awoke,’ the
creator continues. ‘Loosened your bonds and ran
like the wind before I even
knew you were awake, if
you could call it that. So,
was it memory or instinct
that led you back here? I
bargained on one or the
other.’
The old man probably has
a real name, but Jaydes
can’t remember it – maybe
he’s never known it before.
But the creator is constant
across all his fragmented

recollections. Long grey hair
tied loosely together, scars
all over his withered hands,
slouching to one side as he
walks but straight-backed
when standing still.
‘It’s the memories that are
the problem,’ the creator
muses. ‘You don’t start off
with any of that. Every time
I test you in a new body,
I wipe you clean. But that
gets less effective … an entropy of the process. Maybe
a symptom of rejection. At
least I know now that more
effort is needed.’
‘You caught me with Zuanna. This is her, isn’t it?’ says
Jaydes, reaching for the
young woman. ‘I’m taking
her with me.’
The creator looks amused.
He nods, and his tattooed
aide lurches forward, coming between Jaydes and
the woman. The man grabs
Jaydes and forces him back
against the wall. Jaydes
tries to pry himself from the
man’s grip but recoils from
the pain that cripples his
whole body. The man winces as well from the effort;
they’re both babes in bodies
still accustoming to life.
‘Names are a funny thing,’
says the creator, and Jaydes
now sees he’s holding
something; a glass cylinder
framed in brass, and filled
with a pungent-looking gas.
The cylinder terminates in
a brass nozzle capped with
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a wax stopper. ‘They mean
nothing when they’re given
to us. Just another word to
remember as a baby. We
give our own names meaning.’ He fiddles with the
nozzle and steps towards
Jaydes. ‘Once there was
Zuanna. Now there is Artemesh, the one holding you
still. Do you understand?’
At first, Jaydes doesn’t. He
looks at Artemesh, and if
he’s supposed to see anything of Zuanna there he’s
found wanting. But then,
there’s something. The
faintest flicker of recognition.
‘You escaped, months ago.
You thought I would want to
flee as well,’ Jaydes manages to say before the nozzle
is shoved into his mouth
and the gas fills his throat.
Maybe it’s Jaydes’s imagination as he slips into unconsciousness. But maybe, for
a brief moment, instead of
Artemesh looking at him it’s
a shadow of Zuanna.
*****
The scribe wakes, and his
body is in agony. Oblivion
seeps away as his senses
switch on, one by one. He
feels the cold in the stagnant air, filled with awful
smells. The strange drone
of unnatural contraptions
has him grinding his teeth
in anxiety.

‘Easy,’ says a soothing
voice. An old man hobbles
into view and places a hand
on the scribe’s bare chest,
in the middle of an array of
dark tattooed lines above
the naval. The scribe realizes he’s restrained. His new
companion doesn’t hesitate
in untying the bounds. ‘Just
a precaution, my apologies,’
he says softly. ‘Do you know
your name?’
Words do not come easy for
the scribe. ‘… No,’ he says
at length.
‘Well … let’s say … Encles,
that’s your name. This here
is Artemesh,’ says the old
man, gesturing to a large
figure in the shadows. This
is a cramped little cavern of
a room filled with the lumi-

nescent glow from unknown
chemicals and luminous
crystals, and here is the
scribe – Encles by name,
although the word feels
foreign – tied to a slab and
watched over like a threat.

Encles feels unnerved by
Artemesh; the large man
keeps glancing at him, a
shadow of something familiar in those eyes, as if he’s
trying to answer a question
he can’t articulate.

The old man never offers
his name, but he provides
Encles with clothes and a
list of duties to perform.
He’s chaperoned out of the
underground chamber by
Artemesh, reaching the
outside world by a steep
ramp and an iron hatch.
When they’re both through,
Artemesh conceals the door
with a thin mat of leaves
and leads the way to a neat
little house. A young woman is there, who puts a pot
on the fire for all of them.

By now, Encles has realized
that he has no memories,
but he seems to know a few
instinctual things. Although
many words don’t come
easily, he knows language,
and understands non-verbal
speech and facial expressions. There’s a whole life of
experience bleeding into his
perceptions.
Then a horrifying thought
strikes him – maybe this
has happened to him before?

Ludwig Deutsch - The Scribe, 1894

2019 — a year
in Review

A perspective from our
Fearless Leader, Birched

2019 was a challenging year for many of us, but for me, at least, it ended pretty well.
I hope that you, too, spent the final days of the decade in a good place and with good
people. Personally, I’ve been able to spend good time with family (including making
some progress on our Curse of Strahd campaign!) and friends. I even managed to meet
up with Admin Ronarscorruption for a Pokemon Go excursion that lasted until we were
both too cold to continue (this did not take long; it was very cold.) In the past month
on site, I spent lots of good time in the welcome threads (thank you to everyone who
contributes there, and who runs the NPSGs, where almost every newcomer seems to be
directed!), staff threads (that’s one dedicated bunch; we are really lucky to have such a
great group of people looking out for our community) and elsewhere on the boards. We
even did a real time session on the discord “fan site” and made some significant progress on the Starfinder sheet (still in beta and not quite done, but useable and if you look
for it you’ll find it). I’ve not managed to find the time to join any games recently, but
perhaps that can be a goal for 2020.
Thank you to all our present and past
moderators who together set the wonderful tone of this community. Please
take a moment as you are considering
the year past and the year to come to
think on their contributions. They make
things like the New Player Solo Games,
Iron DM, Outplay, Post of the Month,
Explosive Runes, and Hall of Fame possible, and also work daily to help game
masters to create effective game ads and
keep the site friendly and mostly spam
free.
I’d also like to give a shout out to everyone who takes a moment out of their day
to welcome new members to our community - thank you!
With special thanks to our Community
Supporters and donors who provide the
principal financial support for the ongoing
existence of this community,
- Mark / Birched
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Addressing the enveloped virus with a positive-sense single-stranded RNA genome
and a nucleocapsid of helical symmetry
in the room.
My dear RPGX community,

down and extend it outwards into reality.
People are scared for themselves and their
As I am sure you are well aware the world
loved ones; people are sick; and in some
is currently facing the most widespread
cases, people are dying – and it isn’t gopandemic in any of our lifetimes (with the
ing to end any time soon. We have a great
exception of my grandmother, who I kid
community here which is reaffirmed every
you not, remembers the Spanish flu). I’m
winter season with our charity fundraissure you’ve seen dozens of news articles,
er and what we’re asking now, is to keep
memes, and general nonsense concerning
that up, keep that going, and be the best
the novel coronavirus disease, COVID-19.
person you can be right now. We have the
We’re not going to belabor the importance
privilege of gaming with people from all
of flattening the curve, the significance of
over the world and that’s a beautiful thing,
social distancing (and let’s be honest, we’re so be there for one another, support one
an online community so we’re pretty aweanother, and take that support and extend
some at that anyway), government failit outwards into the real world. People are
ures, and we’re not going to try to dissect
in dire need of leaders, of heroes, and of
the psychological machinations of hoarding people who will look panicked hysteria in
toilet tissue for a respiratory disease. No,
the face, and say, “No, we don’t need to
that’s not what you’re here for and that’s
panic. I was there when the Kingpriest of
not what we’re here to do.
Istar brought down the Great Destruction,
I’ve walked the blasted plains of Athas,
You’re here to game, to write, to read,
and I’ve Run the Shadows of the Fifth Age.
and to escape. You come here to enjoy the We will get through this. It may be hard,
fun that is living in a world of fantasy and
it may be difficult, and it may be different
magic, or technology and magic, or some
from anything we’ve ever done, but we will
combination thereof. Most of us started
not succumb.”
playing these sorts of games with the same
basic premise, “save the princess McGufBe hopeful, be heroic, and be good; it
fin.” Now princess McGuffin is a generic
doesn’t cost anything, and it is in shorter
term that could be a town or village or
supply than toilet paper.
what have you; the point is we started off
with the goal of saving people – of being
With electronic love and hugs,
kind and compassionate and having the
RPGCrossing
strength and abilities to overcome whatever problem lay before us, whether goblin,
werewolf, or dragon.
During these turbulent times, what we’re
asking is to take some of that compassion, some of that empathy, some of that
heroic desire that each of us have deep

Post of the Year, a Year in Review
- continued

For the judges of the Post of the Month and Post of the Year contests, the end of one
year and the beginning of another means we’re faced with the fiendishly difficult but immensely enjoyable task of deciding which post stood out above all the others, of choosing which single post represented the best work done on the site for all of 2019. Selecting the best from the best is never easy, especially with both Dirk and Squeak in the
process, but finally the smarter heads prevailed and a consensus was reached.
The winner of the Post of the Year for 2019 was Karhald!
Karhald’s winning post was at least his second nomination in the year, which goes to
show that if you don’t win the first time, just keep writing! His first nomination was excellent, but lost to a very creative month of solid posts, but Karhald astounded the judges again in a month, with an even more exceptional post in an even harder month of
quality postings. But, it shined above the others then, and it continued to shine above
the others in our annual review and judgement.
Many thanks to everyone who took the time to nominate posts for this year, and of
course thanks to everyone who wrote those wonderful posts. We’re always accepting entries for the current Post of the Month contest, so if you want to be in the running for the
2020 Post of the Year award, get your nominations in now!

Typewriter by Remington
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RPG Spotlight Ironsworn

A Game Review by:
HotsuSama

Now more than ever, tabletop roleplaying is
exploding with new concepts and opportunities. While Dungeons & Dragons remains
the cultural king of the hill, it’s easy to discover indie darlings and hidden gems.
The purpose of this segment is to pluck out
an RPG from the enormous pile available –
to review not only its mechanics and merit,
but also its potential suitability for the playby-post approach to gaming.
Ironsworn is a 2018 release that is a (mostly) one-man project, designed by Shawn
Tomkin. Since its release, Ironsworn has
attracted a tight and loyal community, and
has begun releasing full supplemental material as of early 2020.

Setting
It’s there in the subtitle: ‘A Tabletop RPG of The mechanics support the base setting’s
Perilous Quests’. This is ‘low fantasy’, where narrative, with an emphasis on dramatic
magic is more about preparing rituals than clashes and traveling across an unpredictflinging fireballs. The vanilla setting of the able wilderness. It’s also easy to change
Ironlands is an analogue of harsh Scandina- the setting’s parameters or create your own
vian lands, with a rough Viking-esque ve- world without any major alteration to the
neer as flavor.
rules.
Players are the eponymous Ironsworn, a
caste of adventurers whom typically wander the Ironlands to serve communities
and contribute to the struggle for survival
in a landscape full of primal hostility. The
Ironsworn hold themselves to vows: quests
they make oaths to complete, ranging from
investigating oddities to slaying horrific
beasts. The core setting doesn’t go much
deeper than that, because the expectation is that the playgroup (or single player
- more on that below) will full in their own
nuances.

Map of the setting
courtesy of
www.fictivefun.com

Mechanics
of rituals, or just getting better at hacking
things with a handaxe, can be satisfying.
As a replacement for traditional class progression, they’re good flavor, helping tell
the story of a fighter dabbling in mysticism, or a hunter who has pledged themselves to a faction or deity.

Ironsworn cites a list of inspirations for
its mechanics, including the FATE system
and Apocalypse World (i.e. the title that
launched the popular ‘Powered by the
Apocalypse’ (PbtA) family of games).
Much like PbtA games, the game progresses by a player making a move from an
extensive list – you may be undertaking
a journey, or clashing with an enemy, or
attempting to compel someone to your
point of view. If you want to do it, there’s
a move that fits. To accomplish this, you
roll and the result may indicate an outright
success, failure, or a grey area of compromised success (what Ironsworn calls a
‘weak hit’), with which you might technically get what you want, but not without
further complications or setbacks.
Where Ironsworn starts to differ from the
PbtA formula is in the dice mechanic. Here,
you roll a d6 plus attribute modifier, and
then two d10s for the ‘challenge’. If your
d6+mod beats both d10 results, that’s a
full success (‘strong hit’); if you only beat
one value, then it’s a weak hit; and a full
setback comes from rolling lower than both
results.

For GMs, running the game itself is mechanically straightforward. Moves have
their own in-built guidelines for response,
and the rulebook comes with numerous
Oracle tables to roll for outcomes, consequences and content generation. In fact,
the rules are designed so that a GM isn’t
even necessary; a group can play in a fully
co-operative setup, contributing equally to
the evolving narrative using the tables and
their own judgement on appropriate consequences for good and bad actions. This
also makes Ironsworn a strong system for
solo play.

Considering that the best core stat mod
you’ll ever have is +3, make no mistake
– this is a punishing system. Strong hits
can be rare and valuable, even when your
character is leaning on their specialties.
Easily frustrated players and gamers seeking to ‘win’ against the system may not
find any appeal here.

For players still becoming familiar with the
system, there can be a strong learning
curve in handling the narrative. There’s a
strong temptation to roll too often on the
numerous Oracle and ‘Pay the Price’ tables,
as the moves advise creating interesting
outcomes to failed moves. This can create
escalating obstacles and massive tangential sidesteps as characters get bogged
down in new challenges, extra obligations
and unnecessary contrivances. Any sense
of a ‘main story’ may go careering off a
cliff without careful management of character vows and some deliberate course correction.

You still get ways to mitigate the chance
of a bad move; an in-built momentum
track gives you a resource to burn in place
of your move result, and your XP can be
invested in upgradable Assets that improve
specific move results or grant you more
versatile options. While your core stats
never increase, collecting Assets to represent your character’s growing knowledge

Ironically, Ironsworn’s bevy of potential
mechanical outcomes to actions are sometimes best approached with a sense of
looking at a generated narrative result and
thinking, ‘Nah, something else will happen
instead.’ It’s a reflexive mindset that won’t
appeal to everyone, and can take some adjustment for players unfamiliar with narrative-first design philosophy.
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Okay, But What About PbP?

In Summary

As far as being a suitable system for a PbP
game, Ironsworn has a lot going for it on
paper. The rulebook is free as a PDF, making the core rules easily accessible. The
narrative-first approach naturally lends itself to the play-by-post environment. Outside of the move list, personal stats and
progress trackers, there aren’t many other
mechanics interfering with the narrative
process.

Ironsworn’s greatest strength is in its potential for solo play, working as a narrative
engine to drive forward an evolving set of
obstacles for a single protagonist. Adding
more players creates an atmosphere of
narrative collaboration and challenge, that
may struggle for momentum in the PbP
environment without a capable hand on
the rudder. An off-course game can end up
with a pile of unfinished vows, numerous
obstacles and players hit by various debilities. Avoiding the sense of constantly spiraling defeat is difficult without experience.

There are two ways to play Ironsworn in
a group setting: as a traditional GM-andplayers model; and as a co-operative team
with no official GM, with fresh twists in the
narrative determined by Oracle rolls and
group fiat.
Ironsworn’s potential as a GM-less system
for groups is nominally ideal for PbP, as
players can determine the consequences of
their actions appropriately without waiting
for GM input. However, several players trying to weigh in equally, in a system with a
lot of options for narrative outcomes, is at
risk of creating a ‘too many cooks’ melting
pot. A physical table group may be able to
work through this briskly, but PbP’s slower
pace puts it at a disadvantage for quickly
resolving any narrative ambiguities. Couple that with the system’s natural difficulty,
and players are likely to become frustrated
when a scenario becomes dire and/or mismanaged.
Having a GM who knows the system and
has some experience in when to follow natural intuitive outcomes, rather than relying
on the Oracles, is a much safer bet, especially if the players want anything beyond
Ironsworn’s default fallback: a sandbox of
trekking across a map, solving local issues
and forming bonds with randomly generated locals. Ironsworn can have epic campaigns, but the tools do not emphasize that
option.

Its amorphous connection between mechanics and narrative may not suit all
tastes, and the difficulty set by the core
dice system may frustrate more than entertain. Ironsworn rewards a specific kind
of player, driven more by emergent narrative and flexibility than by completing
objectives (despite the focus on its various
vow and progress trackers).
Is it a good starting point for players unfamiliar with the narrative-first approach?
In truth, while Ironsworn is a good game
overall, there may be better options. Other
adjacent evolutions from the PtbA system
such as Blades in the Dark are less intimidating in execution by comparison, but still
offer dramatic flair.
Despite these sticking points, there is a lot
of fun to be had with the system for players who don’t mind losing at objectives and
happy to roll with the punches. I’d recommend it for solo play, and would call it a
thoroughly serviceable group game – provided the players know what they’re in for.

Beatsticks:
Greatsword
			 By DraconigenaArma
Every great myth, legend, and story is
not only based on a grain of truth but entrenched in the material culture of the storyteller. Every story must use real and tangible objects as the framework from which
to build the more fantastical elements.
Through imagination, magic, and mystery
anything can break the oppressive shackles of what things can and should be able
to do. What one should not ignore are the
seeds of truth from which all imagination
grows. Though flavors and themes may
vary, the basic “sword and sorcery” fantasy
genre most roleplaying games take place in
occurs in a pseudo-medieval setting where
the default level of technology tops out
around early renaissance. In these articles,
I will be visiting weapons, armor, and material culture items and providing context
for their historical uses, the cultures, and
timelines of fashionable use, the social status involved in their use, and other topics.
The second installment for this series of
articles on the history of weaponry is the
iconic behemoth of sword culture: The
Greatsword. Where would Braveheart’s
rendition of Wallace be without his big
claymore? What Solar from on high is
complete without their mortal-tall blade?
How could Redgar ever muster the courage to repeatedly meet his fate without the
trusty greatsword at hand? As with every
discussion about weapons, time and place
have a strong bearing in the development
and performance of a particular weapon
type. And since the long pokey metal stick
was a ubiquitous weapon of violence since
people figured out how to make their long
pokey sticks out of metal, the historical
record tends to be vague about what they
mean when they describe swords. While it
would be nice if they made the taxonomy

of sword design as clear as model numbers on cars, the historical record is rife
with ambiguous terms for swords, from
“long sword” to “war sword” to “broad
sword” and, of course, “greatsword”.

So what is it?
Dungeons and Dragons, and its various
corollaries, tend to have tiered classes of
swords which roughly equate to the damage dice it inflicts, from the super-small
sword (aka, a dagger) to the short sword,
the long sword, the bastard sword, and finally the greatsword (which, oddly enough,
means swords occupy every die in your
typical game-store Chessex dice box except the d12. Discuss among yourselves.)
Being the largest of the sword types, most
d20 RPG style games are referring to a
sword which is five to six feet long and
can only be wielded in two hands. One
of the big issues with broad categories of
weapons is that the term greatsword in
role-playing game manuals tends to lump
in many different weapons with specific
names and styles from various cultures
and periods as one “sort” of weapon with
similar characteristics. Since “greatsword”
is only a word in D&D manuals, when I
refer to the greatsword I am referring to a
class of historical objects, and combining it
into one word in reference to the RPG object. While greatswords of this style existed
throughout the medieval period, they were
not popular battlefield weapons.
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Swords, as popular as they were across
cultures, and as much as they were symbolic representations of status and skill,
were not the primary weapon of medieval
warfare. The workhorse of medieval combat, from before the medieval era to far after it while deep within the gunpowder age,
were polearms of various styles and types.
The large two-handed style greatsword had
an awkward place in this lineup. Its mass
and the large cutting surface made it far
more suited to hewing blows in the manner
of an axe. Though it was capable of thrusting, it lacked both the precision and the
reach of its contemporary polearms. Not
long enough to compete with polearms and
not short enough to be belt-slung backup
weapons meant the greatsword was relegated to the sidelines of large scale battles.
Also, to benefit from the mass of the weapon, it requires room to swing which does
not lend itself well to close ranks. This is a
similar reason we don’t tend to see large
axes on the battlefield (with some exception to include the most infamous Danish
war axe).
The greatsword was a late period weapon used by an individual fighter alone or
in groups which benefited from space between the individual combatants against
lightly or unarmored opponents. There is
little indication anything like the generic
greatsword was used in early medieval,
and references to greatswords, swords of
war, and two-hand swords in high medieval
cultures are ambiguous and may refer to
weapons which are much smaller than we
currently perceive. Outside of late medieval battles, we find evidence of the greatsword’s use often in tournaments and duels.
The greatsword was also an expensive
weapon for what it can do. It required
metallurgical science adept enough at
developing the quality of steel required to
support such a long blade, which caused it
to be developed only near the end of the
medieval timeline. For the same reach, an
equivalent polearm uses a fraction of the

metal. It also suffered against developing
armors as well. By the time cultures were
capable of producing stable weapons as
long as the greatsword, they were also
capable of producing and developing effective plate defense. While mail armor is
effective at preventing the cut of a large
bladed weapon, such as a sword, it was not
able to shed the kinetic impact of the blow.
Whether or not the edge of the weapon
was able to cut the skin, never the less
the body still suffers from the impact of a
six to seven pound metal bar swung in a
large circle by a strong murderous human.
A greatsword being swung at a well-armored opponent in mail would effectively
cause cranial damage, break bones, and
transfer debilitating damage into the vital
areas of the body. However, what we see
when mail was the dominant armor was
a preference for polearms or the use of a
shield to supplement the mail armor and
the prevalence of top-heavy single hand
swords, axes, and bludgeoning devices
fulfilling this role. Plate armor more efficiently distributes the impact over a wider
area while using compound curves to confound a weapon’s ability to deliver all of its
kinetic energy into the target in the form of
wasted deflection. The technique to defeat
plate was not to get even bigger and slash
even harder, it was actually to become
shorter and more rigid. Swords adapted to
defeat armor by becoming somewhat more
agile and wieldy, with a more precise point
and strong taper to get into the cracks of
armor. Greatswords, by the nature of their
length and flex, did not lend themselves
as well to these techniques. While many
longer extant swords were blunted near
the cross to allow for moving the hands up
and down the blade, this was not meant to
make them more effective against armored
opponents. Being a big choppy monster,
the greatsword developed as armor declined and was most effective against unarmored opponents; the ability to grip near
the cross guards allows more control over
range during cuts and does not serve much
aid in the thrust.

Nevertheless, greatswords did see some
use in lethal combat, warfare, and the
tournament. In the tournament, the
greatsword was wielded much like a quarterstaff or the polearm. In combat, against
the correct opponents, it was used as a
devastating cutter.
A look into the greatsword would be remiss if it did not include a nod to the most
popular nomenclature and misconceptions
surrounding the different individual weapons which fit the greatsword type. While
earlier swords had less specific nomenclature and were generally referred to in a
much more D&D sense of “greatsword” or
“sword of war” or “broad sword” or “twohand sword”, as time went on sword types
developed their unique names. Some of
the most popular terms one will hear are
claymore, zweihänder, and flamberge.
The zweihänder competes as one of the
most popular and enduring mental images of a greatsword in popular culture, and
benefits in comparison to its competitor
as having been a real thing. It was developed and made popular by the Landsknects, mercenaries of the Swiss and German area of Europe which formed during
the Burgundian Wars and came into their
own as a military force of the 1500s which
helped shape and redefine land warfare.
The rise of gunpowder firearm technology
forced a shift in combat, and there was a
diminishing return from the “make bigger,
heavier, harder armor” philosophy of war.
The Landsknects were notorious for enterprising on light or light-armored mobility
and regimented small unit tactics. They
took readily to the use of the arquebus
and long pikes, but also made famous the
use of the zweihänder (called at various
times and in various forms a bidenhänder,
schlachtschwerter, doppelsöldner or bihänder.
The zweihänder’s competitor in the cultural zeitgeist is the claymore. There is some
academic debate as to whether the term
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claymore has been retroactively applied
to the long, two-handed, “highland” style
weapon we think of today, as a basket-hilted single hand sword contemporary to the
British sabers in the early 1700s also used
the name claymore. However, medieval
Scots did develop their cultural equivalent
to the other greatswords of their competitors, such as the English two-hand sword
and French espee de guerre. It was, in
fact, longer than most greatswords of the
era and began to take on the characteristic
forward sloping quillions at the cross. Even
though it was somewhat longer, the typical length for a practicable claymore was a
mere 55 inches, in direct contrast to some
of the larger versions which were made in
later periods and never intended for use in
war. Whether the weapon was ever called
a claymore during its time of active use in
the High Middle Ages is unlikely.

The term flamberge is not a specific
sword, but a style of blade misapplied to
two-handed weapons and, in some cases,
to rapiers. Flamberge refers to the undulating, serpentine blade formation found
on both two-handed and single-handed
swords, to include daggers and rapiers.
In fencing, this blade shape can create an
advantage in the parry, improve draw cut
capabilities, and generate a wider blade
profile with less weight and material. It
was also costly to produce. The misnomer
is the result of the flamberge blade being
applied as the name of the notable flammenschwert sword, which is a notably long
two-handed weapon with a wavy blade.
During the renaissance, when the greatsword as we know it flourished, it never developed a specific English name; however,
it was called the spadone in Italian fencing,
and montante in Spanish.

When Was It Used?

There’s mention of greatswords as early as the 13th century; however, this is
likely an issue with vocabulary as I mentioned above, as art and extant items do
not support swords as long as we envision

when we use the word greatsword. Similarly, folios 82 – 85 of Harley ms 3542
detail “The Use of the Two-hand Sworde”
in a few short paragraphs, though in this
manuscript, which was written in late 14th
/ early 15th century England, the sword
mentioned may have more accurately referred to a sword which resembled the idea
behind the bastard sword of D&D lexicon
(especially as it advocates using the sword
in one hand at times.) Surviving manuscripts detailing the use of what we would
think of as a greatsword all date to the late
high medieval and renaissance eras, such
as the late 15th century works of Silver,
the early 17th-century book “The Schoole
of the Noble and Worthy Science of Defence” by Swetnam, the renaissance works
on the use of the Spanish montante and
Italian spadone, etc. These later era weapons were used by lightly or unarmored
combatants against other lightly or unarmored adversaries. The greatsword in this
context is notorious for its long sweeping
and fluid flourishes and the ability to keep
multiple attackers with lesser weapons at
bay. Perhaps the most influential and famous use of the greatsword is by the notorious Landsknecht in the 1500s.

How to Use Them In My Game
The greatsword functioned in its own little world in the medieval period from its
development in the 14th century to its
proliferation in the renaissance. Except in
the context of the tournament, or judicial
duel, it was not a weapon of war. However,
considering most role-playing campaigns
take place off a traditional medieval battlefield and tend to be a small group of
loosely spaced combatants, the greatsword
is uniquely suited to the use of the RPG
martial adventurer. It appears in European cultures from the Irish Gallowglass to
the far reaches of the Holy Roman Empire,
but only surfaces at a unique time in history when both technology advances to a
point where such weapons can be made
without falling under their own weight and
firearms are effective enough to reduce the
widespread use of plate armor (but are not
yet effective enough to completely replace
melee weapons.) This means that while
greatswords are uniquely suited to the use
of individual PCs, the world in which most
PCs exist does not present the same conditions which existed to fuel the development
of the weapon in the first place (except for
the “make a bigger sword” motivation.)
The greatsword is not the most thematically appropriate weapon for early medieval
themed cultures, such as vikings, Saxons,
Visigoths, first and second crusades, etc.
In your game use greatswords to indicate
a culture advanced enough in technology,
either because of gunpowder or magic, to
rely more on mobility than armor for protection. While it may be more mechanically
advantageous to equip a heavily armored
warrior with a greatsword if that warrior is
expecting to fight mostly armored warriors
a bastard or long sword is more historically accurate (or altering the aesthetics of
the greatsword to be more typical of the
types of swords used to half-sword against
armored opponents.) Avoid creating large
armies of greatsword wielding soldiers, or
giving greatswords to enemies which fight
in close ranks as the weapon does not lend
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itself well to fighting in those conditions.
While a greatsword wielding, fully armored
warrior is characteristic D&D, an unarmored or lightly armored character with a
greatsword presents a more accurate late
medieval and renaissance aesthetic. That
knight in full armor would, historically,
prefer a polearm such as a poleaxe, Lucerne hammer, or halberd over a greatsword except in a tournament or duel where
reach on the battlefield is less important,
and even then it was still less popular than
a polearm. At the end of its use in the historical timeline, the techniques developed
to fight with the greatsword involve keeping it in constant motion, compensating for
the large weapon’s weakness (the inertia
required to make it go from a dead stop or
to stop it while it was in motion) by swinging it through large circular patterns, making it more nimble than if it were swung
and stopped. This can indicate and signal
a character with a higher constitution to
represent the endurance required to keep
up with the weapon. Also, this is a useful
way to improve combat narration, keeping
in mind the sweeping grace which skilled
greatsword wielders can exhibit in contrast to a lumbering, drag and drop style
some may associate with the use of a large
sword.

Journal of Sylrune Shadowkeep
By Wodine
- Draft, Do Not Distribute -

22nd of Pharast, during the Age of Lost Omens 4706
What a night. The sounds of the locals
hooting and hollering kept me awake for
much of it. There was little to be done,
no amount of leather hide could stifle the
sounds of the drunken revelry of the ignoble people of this backwater town, Ravenmoor. After seeing how the people in these
lands live, I feel better prepared than ever
to encounter the Ogres and their squalid
conditions all throughout the Iron Peaks.
What’s worse, someone must have let it
slip that I was carrying a great deal of coin
and letters of intent from the Pathfinder Society. I awake to find my tent surrounded by beggars, merchants, and con
artists each looking for their little taste of
whatever it was that I would be willing to
spend. While I was waiting for breakfast
I could feel thin little fingers making their
way towards the purse of copper I keep on
prominent display for the foolhardy, and
as I feigned ignorance one of my caravan
companions gently reached for the egg-encrusted breakfast skillet and brought it
down on the grubby little goblin’s misshapen head with a resonating clang that
echoed through the rest of the camp, ensuring that everyone would be awake in
moments. The dirty little creature hit the
ground with a thud that almost sounded
wet, its eyes and needle-fanged mouth
open wide; I could almost see the stars in
its eyes. It scampered away not long after that, and we didn’t have much trouble
afterwards. Though the event made for
merriment, especially amongst the bearded members of this trek, I do not relish
the thought of a creature with razor sharp
teeth and a keen dexterity with daggers
creeping so close to me. Luckily for now
our only difficulties are goblins. Hopefully
we can avoid any meetings of their larger

brethren.
The sun is fully raised, and we have taken
on all the supplies we can. I’ve purchased
a set of pack horses for the next stage of
our journey – farther across the Curchain
Hills making for The Storval Stairs.

23rd of Pharast
It will take at least a week to cross the rest
of the way to the Storval Stairs. The land
here seems pleasant enough. It is green,
and the soil seems fertile enough for the
rolling grasses that cover everything, and
it is certainly nicer than the brown sludge
of a town we had spent the night in. It is
odd, I have been far from the forest home
I grew up in for nearly a century – having
spent many of the last years in the sand
blasted lands of Osirion – but seeing all
this treeless greenery almost makes me
more home sick than the mounds of sand
and ancient tombs of the dusty realm.
Odd, isn’t it?

		What I wouldn’t give for a nice breakfast.

31st of Pharast
As usual we’ve made camp under the calm
and open skies – the late spring weather is
cold and damp at night and Patch forbids
the use of a fire to warm us, lest something far worse than goblins or pig farmers
come swooping down from the hills that
now surround us. While I respect his guidance, the secrets of the dark creatures
of the northern hills that are whispered
throughout the group I find taxing. I am an
explorer and archaeologist of considerable
repute, a full member of the Pathfinder
Society, and approaching my second century on this plane – I do not scare easily,
and it takes more than bedtime tales of
bogeymen and monsters to scare me – besides the nights have been considerably
uneventful thus far.
During the course of the day today we
passed by a group of half-orcs with what
I can only describe as a scrap caravan,
but I was ever so intrigued by the beasts
of burden they were using to pull the cart
forward. It was massive, a hairy slab of
muscle and temper with four thick legs,
like tree trunks, and beady black eyes.
Tied to the beasts’ haunches by straps of
rough leather were the remains of a chariot, piled high with scrap. The bric-a-brac
consisted of everything from broken pots,
horseshoes, blackened timber bits, jangling
chains, to an assortment of loose arrows.
This was actually just the first of several
such wagons, so we made for a tenuous
meeting, everyone with one hand on weapons. I soon assuaged their worries that we
had little interest in their scrap but I was
curious about these strange, woolly dire
cows. They informed me that they were
called ‘yaks’ and that the further north
we went the more common they would
be. Having known many a half-orc in my
many years, I felt sorry for them, knowing
the tragedy that can befall one who is not
accepted by their own families through no
fault of their own. I traded

them a few baubles for some of their refuse, including a silver sugar spoon. They
were so grateful, I almost felt bad as I
clutched the coin purse hidden behind the
one I keep full of copper. If only they knew
the value that had been within their reach!

1st of Gozran
This trip has become dull. The environment
never seems to change, and the hills and
grass just goes on forever. I hope we reach
the Stairs soon.

- The journal is marked here with a series of
six tally marks. -

7th of Gozran
The Storval Stairs are finally in sight! Well,
not the stairs themselves so much as the
western Storval Rise, which stretches
across the width of Varisia, dividing it in
twain like some unbecoming facial scar.
The Storval Stair is the easiest means of
climbing the height of the plateau so that
we can easily access the Iron Peaks. Unfortunately, that is the only good news concerning the trip, I’m afraid.
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Early this morning we emerged from the hilly grasslands to the barren scrub that leads
to the front of the Rise. It is a flat and desolate landscape; these bleak plains are
plagued by a thin wind that whips across the blighted landscape pulling at one’s clothes
and hair like the grasping fingers of a scorned ethereal lover. The wind carries with it
strange sounds, like voices of the damned carried through the underworld. Whenever
the wind picks up it rises to a clamoring wail like the protests of the damned. Even the
pack horses are on edge; this place is obviously unnaturally disquieting, for even the
dwarves have ceased their joke making.
I look forward to the climb on the Stairs. It is said that they were built thousands of
years ago by the enslaved giants of the Thassilonian empire. Although they are sized for
giants they have long been the easiest means of climbing the Rise, where it is only 400
feet in height with human-sized steps and ramps cut into the preceding gigantic ones
which makes passage simple. It is also said that twin statues of the runelord Karzoug
flank the stairs – and the idea of a several hundred foot tall dwarf statue simply begs the
question about the height insecurities.
Continued in the next issue…

Tavern Games

David Teniers the Younger ANTWERP BRUSSELS INTERIOR TAVERN SCENE WITH PEASANTS DRINKING AND SMOKING

Rebus Puzzle
After defeating the guards at the front
entrance, the adventurers entered the evil
wizard’s sanctum in pursuit of their sworn
foe Archibald Newcombe. His seeming
ineptitude belies his low cunning and dastardly duplicity; when the group reaches
the door to the staircase they find it magically sealed shut. A piece of paper is attached to the wall beside the door.
Clearly, he has fiendishly baited his trap
with a test of mental acuity. A search of
the rest of the surroundings reveals a
second piece of paper, hidden even more
cleverly than the last, underneath the
small doormat embroidered with the words
“GO AWAY REBUS!”
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Crossword
Across:
1. In the past
4. Sharp side of a blade
8. Little Bunny Foo Foo’s signature attacks
10. How a Merfolk nags
11. Common tavern fare
12. What the City Guard is for
13. Passage, especially for animals
15. Where the ocean meets the sand
17. Lady’s servant girls
21. Group of soldiers
22. Oubliettes or prisons
25. Protest with a siege
27. Sharp mental weapons
29. Happen again
30. Chalcedony, goes well with onyx
31. Rapper from Massachusetts
32. Head shake of assent

Down:
1. Tummy muscles
2. Interjection of pranking success
3. A cluster of genes
4. Gain by effort
5. Detritus or scum
6. Keeps you from getting lost
7. Superlative suffix
9. Fighter’s best friend
10. Hirsute
12. Like
14. A symposium for skills
15. Timid
16. A sixth sense
18. Lolth’s peoples
19. Lasting indefinitely long
20. Foreign bank account
22. Many things here cause chaos
23. Aurochs
24. A board game, or order to move
25. Animal companion’s admonition
26. Sound of high pitched laughter
28. Hard drive with flashy memory

Logic Puzzle
A group of dwarves awaken in the middle of the local pub. Last night is a bit of a blur,
but they gathered that they were celebrating something. It seems it’s time to pay the
tab, but they don’t remember who ordered what. The bill shows four meals and they’re
sure each of them stuck with the same drink for the entire night. Algwin only drinks
Gnomish Toadstool Grog, so that much isn’t a mystery. Brunden and Dagndál don’t like
Hard Beat Ale so neither of them would have ordered it.
Someone had Baked Butterbean and Boar, which is always paired with Elven Woodbine Wine, which explains why that’s on the tab. Brunden says she always orders Drake
Steak though, but doesn’t remember what she drank, or how much. Churtha never eats
Auroch and Rolls so it must have been one of the others who ordered it. None of them
can remember anything about what they had last night, but luckily the group has just
enough information to figure out how to split the bill fairly. Can you?
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Interview with AN Iron DM...or two
By Leviticus

How did you first find RPG Crossing?
What made you stick around?
Unko Talok: Christmas morning, 2005,
my parents had saved up enough money
to buy desktop computers for me and my
brother-- the first time we had our own
computers with an internet connection.
The point was that I was about to head
off to college and all that. But one of the
very first things I did was search “Play DnD
Online” because my brother and I both had
a passion for DnD but limited chances to
play. Among the top hits was “dndonlinegames.com”, the old URL and name for this
site. I joined almost immediately. While I
played in many games and even ran a few,
I lacked the stick-tuitive-ness at that age,
and many of them didn’t last long. But the
community is what kept me coming-- its
engagement and friendliness. Bantering
around in General Discussion, working on
an old (now-defunct) attempt at a DnDOG
campaign setting, working in a super-duper secret forum where we hatched various
ideas for contests and promotions throughout the site. It was a great time, and gave
me a community that I really needed at
that age with all the stuff going on in my
life.
Inem: Depends on how technical you want
to get. Because technically I found RPGX
when a notice went up on dndonlinegames
saying something along the lines of “We’re
moving over to RPG Crossing”, and at that
point I stuck around because I was involved in several games. But for a more
serious answer, I found dndonlinegames all
the way back in 2011. I found it by actively
looking for something along these lines. I
had been playing D&D roughly once a year
(when visiting family in the US) for many
years, and had finally gotten some friends
from the university to start a group with
me back at home about one year prior, but

I believe at this point I was still the only
one DMing and there was no realistic possibility of getting a second group or playing
more with the first. So that left me with
two issues: Firstly, I loved DMing, but also
wanted to get a chance to play a character.
And secondly, even by that point I already
had a document full of potential campaign
ideas to run as a DM and it wasn’t realistically going to be happening in the real
world. Then, on a D&D site I was frequenting occasionally back then, I noticed they
had a section for PBP, though it wasn’t the
main purpose of the site. It looked like a
sweet concept, but I recognized that the
volume wasn’t there. So I tapped into my
google skills and went off in search of a
site that was specialized on this concept.
Truth be told, I didn’t have to look very far,
dndonlinegames might even have been at
the top of the results list. I spent about
two days poking around and exploring, before deciding this was the place for me and
signing up.
I got a warm welcome and started applying for games, at that point still eager to
get into any game that would take me, to
get started. I had a bad experience with
a game that was accepting all applicants
(though to be fair, the DM who was running it vanished and the player who offered
to take it over as DM was just not a good
fit for me), while at the same time being rejected from the first game I applied
to that had an actual selection process. I
wasn’t discouraged though, and asked the
DM running that game if he could provide
me some feedback as to why he had chosen those he did/not chosen me. Not so I
could argue his choices, but so that I could
learn. Now, obviously every DM is going to
have their own criteria for how they select,
but you can still learn a lot from this sort of
feedback, and the DM from back then was
kind enough to provide

me with some insights that stuck with me
(and helped me get selected for a game
not too much longer). While I’m ashamed
to say I don’t remember the DM’s name
(to be fair, this was nearly 10 years ago at
this point), both some of what they said,
and the fact that they took the time out of
their day to provide helpful feedback to a
newbie has stuck with me to this day. So I
think what made me stick around was the
combination of the great community (as
cliché as that sounds) and the fact that I
managed to get into a good game (which
in the end ran for about 6 years) eventually. And I’ve tried to keep that experience
with me, and whenever I run a game on
this site, I try to offer feedback to all the
applications I didn’t choose if people are
interested, especially newer players.
How did you first hear about Iron DM?
What made you decide to chair this
year’s competition? What were your
expectations going in, and did this
year’s competition meet them?
Unko Talok: I first heard of it back before
it was an official site contest, when a few
users were just running it independently
(I think every 6 months?). For the longest
time I didn’t have interest in participating-- partially from not understanding the
rules at the time, partially because I was
intimidated by the competition, and partially because I was on staff and had a
weird hang-up about not wanting to get
competitive with users as a staff member.
I decided to enter when I returned to the
site after a long hiatus during university
and graduate school. I had grown a lot as
an writer generally and as a DM specifically, so figured I’d give it a shot. I really
didn’t expect to win! I had just participated in Outplay for the first time a month
or two earlier, and entered it to have fun
and cause chaos. I thought that I would do
something similar in Iron DM. But when I
started to write Arabian Nights-inspired adventures that won, I got really excited, and
started falling in love with each adventure.

The further I made it, the more I thought I
would win. And I loved the idea of possibly
trouncing Inem last year as a newcomer. I
came real close, but couldn’t unseat him.
Inem: My first run in with Iron DM is so
long ago at this point that I don’t remember how I first stumbled across it. Either
in one of my deep dives into the nooks
and crannies of this site, or I just saw the
banner advertising it as it was going on.
My history with Iron DM actually starts off
with several years of me seeing it, thinking
it’s a good idea, but also being unable to
compete. From the way the schedule for
Iron DM works out, the competition would
always happen either during my exam
period or after my exam period, when I
would be travelling to the US to visit family. Aside from not really having the time
during those travels, this was long enough
ago that I wasn’t bringing a laptop with me
on every trip, and hogging my relatives’
computers for hours at a time wouldn’t
have been feasible. So it was always ‘Maybe some day...’ for me. Until eventually
that day came in the first year of me no
longer needing to take university exams. I
still remember the feeling when I realized
my schedule would actually permit me to
compete that year. Side note: I also still
remember the feeling when I realized I had
lost in the semi-finals (to the later champion moozuba, the only person to ever defeat me). I learned a ton that year though,
especially from idilippy, who as a judge
tore my entry apart in round one (rightfully
so, there were a lot of things that I had to
still learn to adjust from the way I would
write an adventure to run it myself with my
ability to improvise or adjust for unlikely
outcomes to the way I needed to present
an adventure for this competition). What
followed were three years that I would
say have really influenced my time on this
site. Obviously there were the three victories, but a lot of other things happened as
a consequence of my competing as well.
There is too much to list them all, but one
thing I will carry away from those
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years is the friendship that developed
between me and Ion2Atom as a result of
commiserating over the hours of our life
and the amount of energy sunk into this
competition. What made me decide to chair
this year? Well, I’d already decided I was
done competing after last year’s competition was over. For one thing, it was starting to burn me out (have I mentioned the
amount of time and energy you can spend
competing in this thing several years in a
row?), and for the other, I was a little bit
worried people might get discouraged from
competing. Even if only a few people didn’t
enter because they thought there was no
point because I always won anyway, that
didn’t seem in the best interest of RPGX (I
also became a site moderator somewhere
in those years). So I had already committed to switching over to the judging side,
when hugga got in touch to let me know
that time wouldn’t permit him to chair
this year and whether Ion and I would be
interested in taking over, given that we
were both staffers with multiple years of
experience competing in the competition.
Unfortunately, Ion wasn’t available timewise either, but once I figured out I had
the time, it was really a no-brainer. I had
been a big fan of Iron DM before I competed, then had competed for four years and
had already been planning to judge. Who
better to ensure that this event that meant
so much to me and the site would continue
running smoothly than myself, given that
my other top two choices weren’t available? So that’s how I ended up running it.
As for my expectations, I didn’t have too
many. This was my first year, so I didn’t
want to make a ton of changes, but rather
just run through the process smoothly and
figured there would be enough unforeseen
glitches to deal with in year one anyway. I
was not disappointed, though I like to think
the competition ran with only a few minor
hiccups despite this. Aside from that, I had
two big goals for this year, one being to
increase the number of entries again (we
had barely had a full bracket the year before, and not all alternate slots were filled),

and the other to actually have the match
for third place take place (it hasn’t happened for several years now because at
least one contestant is just out of time and
energy at that point, starting with me and
Ion not having ours). I achieved the first of
those, and failed at the second, but there’s
always next year!
What special moments from this year’s
competition stick in your mind? What
do you think was the hardest part of
the competition? Did any ingredients
or mixture of ingredients stand out?
Unko Talok: First-- the sheer diversity
of game systems that people submitted
with. It seems that in years past most
people have stuck pretty closely to popular systems-- almost exclusively DnD
and Pathfinder. But this year, people went
all-out in trying different systems. That
imposes a special challenge, because you
can’t necessarily expect the judges to be
familiar with the system. And while the
main focus of the competition is the story, structure, and ingredient usage of your
adventure, some of the score card really
does involve assessing whether the adventure works mechanically in the intended
system. So these brave users were lifting
a heavy burden. I especially thought that
user GeneT was amazing for personally
learning a new system and submitting an
adventure under that system every single
round. And he made it to the semi-finals!
I think that these users set the stage for a
more diverse Iron DM in future years, and
their experiences (both where they shined
and where they dropped the ball) can help
make it easier for future participants to do
the same. As a coward, the furthest-afield
I went was submitting a Starfinder adventure-- which is mostly a modified Pathfinder 1E system!
Second, I thought that there was a lot of
innovation with posting format. This is a
pretty minor part of the competition, as it’s
mostly judged on the quality of the writing.

But a good format can make the adventure easier to read and much easier to find
relevant information-- important aspects
in the GM experience! And an adventure
that’s easier to read is better on the GM.
I think that when our local table-mancer,
Gaijin, revealed his round 1 entry, he blew
us all away. And every round after that,
people were experimenting with formatting
in ways that I think generally improved the
reading experience. I absolutely stole parts
of his format that I liked for later rounds.
I was supposed to go head-to-head with
Gaijin in Round 2, but he unfortunately had
to drop out-- lucky me!
The hardest part of the competition for
me was the same as last year-- the final
round. By that point, it’s been a little over
6 weeks of giving it your all, potentially
stressing out about the entries, etc. And
then you have to write your longest entry
yet, using way too damned many ingredients, and you’re up against the best. It’s
the last leg of a marathon, and it’s tough.
No particular set of ingredients sticks out
to me at the moment-- it’s been quite a
while since the competition, and during the
competition I was looking over everyone’s
matches and commenting on the ingredients. It’s all a blur at this point!
Inem: I think the moments that stick
in my mind are a little bit different than
those that stick in other peoples’ minds,
just because of the different perspective of
running the competition rather than sitting back and enjoying it. So the first thing
that sticks in my mind is the fact that I let
people discuss matches and ingredients
for the first time this year, as long as they
kept it in spoilers, which had previously
been off-limits until the judgments were
complete so as not to influence the judgments. The rule made perfect sense, but
also made audience participation hard, so
it would die down during the course of the
year. I feel like engagement was higher
through the end of the competition than
it has been in years past, and I’m very

happy to see that. As for the hardest part
of the competition, I really couldn’t say.
I specifically did not think about what I
would make out of the ingredients for each
match, because I wanted to stay as neutral as possible in case I was needed as an
arbiter somewhere and not have my own
preconceived idea of what I would have
done. I also pulled exclusively from the list
of ingredients I inherited from Hugga for
this year’s contest, so there were actually
quite a few that made me go “Huh”. I think
two of my standouts were probably “He
Who Stays Not Dead” and “A Fake Lich”.
Next year, it will be interesting, because
I’m going to have to replenish Hugga’s list
a little bit with some new ingredients. So
we’ll get to add a dash of what my insane
mind comes up with to the competition.
Was there any part of this year’s competition that you were exceptionally
proud of?
Unko Talok: I’m proud of each of my
entries, because I worked my butt off on
them. I enjoyed breaking out of the typical
fantasy genre and system into Starfinder
with my 3rd round entry, Toward Darkest
Skies. But it’s much easier to see all of the
problems with my entries rather than the
quality aspects.
Inem: I think I’m too much of a perfectionist for this. I’d say I’m proud of all the
work the judges did, I’m proud of having
had a full pool of competitors including
alternates, some of which seized their
chance and went very far, and I’m proud
the competition ran mostly smooth. But
I think I’m more focused on the smaller
hiccups and things I want to go even better
next year, to make this competition even
better and even more fun!
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Do you have any advice for those considering entering Iron DM next year?
Unko Talok: “Ha-ha, you fool! You fell victim to one of the classic blunders, the most
famous of which is ‘Never join the RPGX
staff if you want to keep posting in games,’
but only slightly less well known is this:
‘Never go in against Inem, when Iron DM is
on the line!!! AHAHAHAHA--’”

good and competitive takes time.
The ingredients are the mini-bosses. The
BBEG is the word-count.
The point of the competition is to have fun,
and it is fun. But by the end, it seems to
be equal parts passion and “I hate myself.”

Inem: Absolutely. First off, be aware of the
time commitment you are getting yourself
Really, though, here are things that come
into. It’s fun, and it’s worth it, but if you
to mind-- your mileage may vary!
go far you will be involved in this competition for several weeks, and you should be
The first draft should never be the last
aware of that ahead of time. Secondly, look
draft. Write something, and then read
at past entries, and past judgments, to get
it over asking the important questions-an idea of what is expected. How much
“Does the storyline make sense? If I were
time you want to spend doing that is up to
a GM, does this give me all the necessary
you and how serious you want to take this
mechanical information? If I were a playcompetition (are you in it to win it, or just
er, does this adventure give me a chance
to have some fun?), but read at least one
to do something, particularly to affect the
or two entries and what the judges said
outcome?...” After I had re-written it to
about them, to get a rough idea of what
address those issues, I then made another is expected here. Read the instructions on
draft or two where I cut down to get under what your entry will be scored on, and take
the word count. I usually submitted my
it to heart. In particular, notice how many
third or fourth draft.
points you get for the ingredients. If you
want those points, you need to make those
Always consider the judge perspective.
ingredients crucial, not just side notes in
They give you what they’re grading you on. your story that happen to appear. EspeWhile I didn’t go and read every judge’s
cially from round 2 or 3 on, most entries
whims every round, I did ask myself “Did I tend to be quite solid when it comes to
address the major points from the rubric?
being decently well written and fun to play,
If I’m using a system that’s not DnD5E or
but there are huge differences in how well
PF, do I need to give a blurb on the systhe ingredients are used. Learn how to
tem and setting, to make things easier for
make them focal points of your adventure
them?”
and you will shine. Fail to do so, and you
won’t go far. In general though, I can only
My first step was usually, for each ingredirecommend competing if you are on the
ent, brainstorming different ways it could
fence (assuming you have the time), as it
be used-- and particularly ways that I
can teach you quite a bit about DMing and
could subvert the most obvious meanings
writing adventures. At the same time, be
of the ingredient. Once I had a list of posprepared that eventually you will probably
sible ingredient usages, I wrote a quick,
lose. Only one person wins in the end. That
5–10 sentence outline for at least two
means 15 people who make it in to round
adventure ideas. Then I picked which ad1 lose at some point. Don’t take it personventure idea seemed like the most fun, and ally. The only thing it means is that on that
started writing.
particular day, your opponent was better
than you in the eyes of the judges.
Clear your schedule. Writing something

It (most of the time) doesn’t mean your adventure was bad. But at the same time, it
also doesn’t mean that the judges were unfair or had some personal vendetta against
you for whatever reason you might think. And I’ve heard a lot of reasons here (which
I won’t repeat at this stage so as not to call anyone out) why people think they lost. I
can’t stop you from convincing yourself that was the case if you want to. But as someone who lost once, and was initially annoyed by it, I can tell you there are two ways you
can deal with it. You can pout, or you can get over it and accept that your entry was not
sufficiently better to your opponent’s to leave no doubt who won, and look at what you
could have done better. It’s up to you to decide how you want to approach that. I went
with the latter choice and won the competition the next three years. So that is maybe
my summed up advice for those considering entering in 2020: Be willing to learn. Be
willing to learn from those who have come before you, from what they have done poorly
and what they have done well. And be willing to learn from your own mistakes. If you
move on, don’t clap yourself on the shoulder but see what the judges criticized. If you
don’t move on, do the same and come back the following year with a vengeance!

Toward Darkest Starfinder Adventure
Skies
4 Characters, Lvl 8
An Unko Talok Adventure

The Ingredient List
He Who Stays Not-Dead
A Glaring Gargoyle
Home
Seven Black Stars
Adamantine. Key to military, manufacture,
An Unclaimed Debt
or space travel, integral to modern life.
BONUS: Determination
Without adamantine, ships can’t survive imBONUS: An Adamantine Spork
pacts in space. No ships, no interplanetary
trade, then societies collapse... and we’re
running out of adamantine.
The mining federation scouts for adamantine-rich planets, and whoever finds the
next source will control supply for decades.
You’ve been hired at 10,000 credits per
head to find it before someone else does.
Your benefactor gave you an edge-- the
coordinates for a vast database on Verces called the “Infinite Library”. Deliver 100
pounds of adamantine ore and a map to
where you found it, and you’ll be very rich
folk.

GM Reference/Info
Starfinder is a d20 system adapted from
PF1E. Most Starfinder adventures assume
the party has a starship. If your party does
not yet have a starship, their benefactor
(See “Hooks”) provides them with one (Use
Atech Immortal stats, CRB pg311).
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Setting Features
Three major features in this adventure are:
Verces: Tidally-locked planet. A band of habitable twilight rings the planet, flanked by
the crackling desert of Fullbright and the glacial hellscape of Darkside. The planet is
known for biological and cybernetic enhancements.
The Infinite Library: The invention and home of Al-Khwarizmi (see “Cast”), located in
Fullbright. A database containing incomprehensible amounts of information, extrapolated
via Magical Intelligence. This Magical Intelligence is the interface, and answers questions
in a sometimes cryptic manner, as an oracle.
Ar-Kas: A planet whose core is 40% adamantine. The planet is surrounded by a stable,
septuple-black-hole system that makes discovery difficult and approach extremely dangerous. Now dead, centuries ago it held a thriving Drow civilization fond of gothic architecture; it was wiped out by an unknown cause.
Hooks: Any organization interested in space travel or economic power might hire the
party to locate a new source of adamantine. They offer 10,000 credits to each player
for the successful delivery of 100 pounds of adamantine ore, and its source’s location.
The party’s starting point is the Infinite Library, searching for a clue to an untapped
source of adamantine.

The Cast:

Al’Khwarizmi: Al’Khwarizmi is an immortal mystic, unable to age or be killed by most
means. His long life has given him immense knowledge and a strange mind that often
annoys or perplexes. After enraging an Efreet King with a riddle, Al-Khwarizmi’s body
was separated from his head, atomized, and scattered across the quadrant. Now a disembodied head, Al-Khwarizmi is a shell of his former self, yearning for death the past
two centuries. Stats: N/A. Once per day he may cast a spell of 4th level or lower CL20.
Victor: The last survivor of Ar-Kas, now a beggar. He was away from Ar-Kas when its
civilization fell. A century ago, he took out a massive loan to fund an expedition there.
The expedition was a failure, and most of the crew died. He escaped Ar-Kas alone with a
king’s ransom of adamantine, but was waylaid by pirates, leaving him penniless. He kept
from them an adamantine spork, the last memory of his home. Victor has scrounged
up enough money to pay for appearance alterations to avoid being found by those he’s
endebted to. He is easily spooked. Stats: HP:50, Init:+7, EAC/KAC:14/16, F/R/W:4/8/5,
Speed:45ft/round.
GROTESQUE Gargoyles, LN CR10: A techno-magical remnant of the GROTESQUE planetary defense apparatus on Ar-Kas. They monitor activity on the dead planet, attacking
any unauthorized presence. Identified threats are paralyzed, burned, and dismembered.
Stats: As the Pathfinder monster 4-armed gargoyle (PFAP#48), with the following modifications: HP:125, EAC/KAC:23/24, Gargoyle’s Glare swift action 1/round:
Gargoyle’s Glare: Single-target attack +15 vs EAC, range 60ft. Three options:
Paralysis: Fortitude save DC17 or target stunned for 1 round.
Burning: 4d6 fire damage.
Confusion: Will save DC17 or attack nearest ally.

Part 1: The Infinite Library
Read: The coordinates you were given take you to an apparently-empty plot of rocky
desert on Verces. On approach, you could see the brilliant ring of civilization on the
twilight edge of the planet, a small line of refuge caught between two inhospitable nightmares. The Infinite Library is supposed to be close to these coordinates, but scanners
aren’t picking it up. Looks like you’re hoofing it.
Encounter: Temperatures in Fullbright are dangerously high, over 140 0F (CRB pg403).
Players can determine this with a DC10 Physical Sciences check prior to arrival. Players
trying to find additional information about the Infinite Library prior to arrival can make a
Culture or Computers check:
DC 10: The Infinite Library is a construction of Al-Khwarizmi, a strange immortal 		
mystic fond of riddles.
DC 15: Al-Khwarizmi, a magical prodigy, was the architect of environmental pro-		
tection bubbles that allow the great City of Brass to exist in the Sun’s corona.
DC 20: The Library surveys the galaxy constantly, updating itself with obscure and
apparently innocuous trivia. Using algorithms to extrapolate its vast knowledge, it 		
“knows” countless things.
DC 25: Al-Khwarizmi once enraged an Efreet Sultan by posing a difficult riddle. For
his insolence, he was beheaded. Though the riddle has been lost to time, the an-		
swer was “Determination”.
DC 30: Al-Khwarizmi has lost his body and sees his immortal existence as hollow. 		
He yearns for death, but dying is a difficult task.
A DC20 Perception check or a DC15 Survival check can find the library. Failure results in an hour of scouring about, and a 50% chance that the party is attacked by a pair
of Dustmantas (Alien Archive pg 46). Success reveals a metallic door tucked away in a
nearby rock formation. Next to the door is a keyboard, and the following inscription:
The better part of genius.
Minimal at the core.
No task is won without me.
Discouraging at the fore.
The party can gain entrance to the Infinite Library by typing in the answer to the riddle (Determination). Alternatively, they can hack the system (DC30 Computer check),
or simply set explosives to demolish the door if they find the first two options onerous.
However access is gained, the party is met with a metallic staircase descending into
the earth. They soon find themselves in a room filled with cultural artifacts from every
recognizable time period and civilization. Stationed throughout the room are four Patrol Class Security Robots (Alien Archive pg94). One wall is dominated by an interactive screen, the interface for the Infinite Library. On a silver platter sits the head of AlKhwarizmi, who is eager for new guests to aid him.

34

The party has two options.
Kill the droids, allowing them to query the
Infinite Library about adamantine sources.
Al-Khwarizmi will then activate the Library’s
self-destruct sequence, giving the party only
enough time to get their information and
leave.
Or
Reach an agreement with Al-Khwarizmi.
The disembodied immortal head wants to
die, and he’s found a way. He wants to be
thrown into a black hole, where his consciousness will be destroyed. Given his...
condition, it’s a lot easier if someone helps
him. If the party agrees, he gifts the Infinite Library to the party, granting +4 to
any Computers check to research any topic
while there. In the journey, Al-Khwarizmi is
willing to cast his one spell/day to aid them.

Biblioteca Vasconcelos

When the database is queried about adamantine, it responds with a probabilistic
answer: “Find the Victorious Drow, in
Messier 104
his Home Away from Home.” Anyone
Asking around for a “Victorious Drow” gets
native to Verces or making a DC15 Culture extremely confused looks from the patrons.
check knows that Home Away from Home There are a few ways that they can find
is a poor-house in the Twilight Band of the him.
planet.
A DC18 Life Science check reveals a huPart 2: Anywhere But Home
man with cropped ears and unnaturally fine
Read: A narrow band of cities wraps around and frail features for his species. (Victor)
Verces’ habitable zone like beads on a delicate string. Precious little farmland exists, A DC15 Perception check reveals someone
so Verces’ cities have grown upwards, cre- eating with a very strange utensil-- a spork!
Characters can make a DC20 Physical Sciating jungles of steel, stone, wood, and
flesh. Your ship descends into one of these ence check to identify its material as adajungles toward port as you prepare to find a mantine. Quite suspicious.
Home Away from Home.
If speaking discreetly, a DC15 Diplomacy check reveals that some of the beggars
Encounter: Finding Home Away From
Home isn’t difficult. It’s one of the few char- know an altered Drow named Victor. They’ll
itable organizations on the planet, providing point him out for 50 credits.
subsidized food to the least fortunate. More
difficult is tracking down Victor. Though he Intimidation or obvious, overt attempts
is a Drow, he’s had several body modifica- to find Victor causes him to panic and run-tions to appear human and avoid his debts. see below.

If the party approaches Victor in a
non-threatening way, they can make contact with Victor peacefully by explaining
their goal and making a DC25 Diplomacy check. Otherwise, he panics, starting a
chase scene. Victor takes a double-move
action to escape each round (crowded
streets prevent running). The party can
take him down through creative use of
magic, quick combat maneuvers, or ranged
attacks-- though they may kill Victor and
bring down the police. Each round an effect
complicates matters:
Round 1: Street is swarmed with Ysoki. All
terrain is difficult this round.
Round 2: Victor runs by a friend, who tries
to trip each of the characters (+10 bonus).
Round 3: Victor leaps across a chasm separating two streets. DC12 Athletics check
to follow. Failure means 2d6 falling damage
and being out of the chase.
Round 4: Victor tips a cart of chemicals,
creating a cloud of vapor. DC15 Perception
check or lose Victor.
If Victor gets more than 100 feet ahead
of the closest party member, he escapes,
though all is not lost. A bribe of 500 credits to beggars at Home Away From Home
identifies where Victor’s dingy apartment
is. While there, a DC15 Perception check
finds a journal kept under a loose floorboard that has the story of his ill-fated trip
to Ar-Kas.
If the party captures Victor or convinces
him not to run, the man is skittish, and
knows that he has information that the
party wants. He’s eager to profit in some
way. He will give Ar-Kas’ location in exchange for one of the following:
3000 credits will free him of his debts, but
gets the party a “reputation” among the
poor as loose with their money.
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Promise of profit (e.g. bringing back extra
adamantine, finding the wreckage of his
expedition, etc), but this requires good RP.
Diplomacy, collateral, or all three.
Beating him or even threatening to (DC15
intimidate check) causes him to crack.
So long as the party doesn’t harm or intimidate Victor, he also warns them of the
septuple-black-hole system surrounding
the planet, and the GROTESQUE defenses
that took down his last expedition. Victor
is absolutely NOT interested in returning
to Ar-Kas after his last experience, but if
the party kidnaps him somehow he may
provide interesting roleplaying opportunities and aid (+2 to all Piloting checks near
Ar-Kas).

Part 3: Diamond in Darkness
Read: As you approach Ar-Kas, your display zooms in to show a silvery surface
that stands out against the abyss like a
diamond in the darkness. The view is suddenly obscured by a warning message:

“Mass anomalies detected. Unable to
account for gravitational shifts.”
The ship begins to lurch and turn, twisted
here and there by the urgent pull of multiple enormous gravity wells moving surprisingly quickly. As seven black holes play
a cosmic dance, they warp space itself,
causing it to contract and expand. This
releases huge amounts of energy, causing
aurora-like phenomena to erupt from the
darkness like great spindly spiders.

Encounter: Piloting through the unpredictable system of gravity wells requires
the ship’s Pilot and the Science Officer
to make Piloting and Computers checks
respectively, of DC24. Success by both
means that the ship makes it through just
fine. Any failure causes the ship to lose
control and crash-land on Ar-Kas. Two
failures means that the ship will require
repairs (A DC17 Engineering check and
three hours’ work).
If Al-Khwarizmi is with the party, he gleefully demands to be fired into one of the
black holes. Have a gunner make an attack against AC30. Success means a direct
hit, and failure means that Al-Khwarizmi
spends an indeterminate amount of time
orbiting around the system in agony before
he is finally swallowed up by one of the
holes. Either way, the party’s duty to him
is done (but see Aftermath). If the party
does not agree, Al-Khwarizmi becomes uncooperative, and he attempts to sabotage
the party using his daily spell.
The party (crash-)lands near a mine, an
ideal place to find adamantine ore. Set the
scene, emphasizing the rocky, alien nature of the dark planet, the rainbow-light
produced from the spindly auroras across
the sky, and the apparent gothic architecture of the surrounding buildings adorned
with horrid statues. Entering the mining
area risks setting off an Explosive Detonation Trap near the entrance (CRB pg413).
Within, the party finds an abundance of
adamantine in all manner of forms-- raw
or processed ore, purified bricks, and fashioned equipment of various kinds. If the
party takes 20 Perception, they find an
Adamantine Sentinal Spear and a Ring of
Cosmic Alignment (CRB pg223). However,
the extra time allows the explosive trap to
automatically recharge and reset.
The party’s activities alerts the GROTESQUE defense system. One of the statues is actually a GROTESQUE surveillance
drone known as a Gargoyle (See Cast),

which attacks as the party exits. It starts
60 feet away, making generous use of its
gaze, but quickly closes distance to melee. Once it is dispatched, the party should
leave with their ore before more GROTESQUE defenses or alien scavengers approach... If the party must make repairs,
send another Gargoyle or interesting alien
of your choosing. As the party exits the
planet, the GROTESQUE defense system
intercepts the party with one of its defense
ships (use Vie Hiveguard stats CRB pg313).
In addition to normal starship combat
rules, all piloting checks are made at -2,
and any piloting check failures causes one
hex of movement in a random direction
and/or one rotation in a random direction.
This is due to the rapidly-shifting gravitational system.

Aftermath
If the party does not perfectly destroy AlKhwarizmi’s head, he may return later to
harangue the party.
The party could betray their benefactor,
and shop around for a better deal on ArKas’ location, leading to angry retribution.
If Victor’s debts aren’t paid, he may approach the party begging for protection at
some point.
Uncovering the mystery of Ar-Kas’ destruction is likely the next step for benefactors
interested in the planet.

End
Editors Note: Did you managed to spot all
the creative uses of the Iron DM ingredients?

and talented pool. Each GM answered a
five-question survey; the responses covered some key focal points.

Apply Yourself On Character Applications
By HotsuSama

Adherence to Criteria
‘… I had a specific request for the applicants (that they use the 7 Step Background outline). There’s only one way to
do that. The other thing I’ve found especially helpful from other DMs, which I
duplicated here, was supplying a sample
‘filled out’ application. That way people
know what I’m hoping it looks like when
it’s done. Then they can quote the post and
use the bones of that sample for their own
application.’ – Nasrith

Preparing character applications is hard.
It can take time and effort, and you might
not even get accepted. It can feel like a
straight-out rejection – and you’re left
wondering what you did wrong, how you
could’ve refined your approach to attain
one of those coveted slots in the game.
The most likely truth is that you didn’t do
anything ‘wrong’ at all. Good GMs will be
fair in objectively determining the ‘best’
or highest ‘quality’ applications but they’ll
also apply that data subjectively, seeking
the best fit for the game as they envisage
it. You could have the most elaborate character backstory of all the applications, but
it doesn’t give the GM quite what they’re
seeking.

Every game has its own criteria, which is
generally easy to meet. A good game ad
will have a strict, clear outline of what the
GM expects, and how to complete an application to fully satisfy that need.
Yet, not every GM surveyed agreed that
all applicants followed the guidelines.
More than one GM expressed concern that
they’d encountered applications that clearly weren’t tailor-made for the game. While
it’s understandable that players may want
to give a personally beloved character
maximum exposure – or may simply wish
to reduce redundant work when applying
for multiple game opportunities – GMs
clearly notice when not enough work has
gone into making the character an appropriate fit for the game.

It’s a frustrating ballet, in other words.
There are ways to improve your chances,
but never to guarantee them. If nothing
else, the process of thinking more critically
about character applications will help you
think more critically about your character
in general – and more importantly, how
they can organically integrate with a game
setting. This is an extremely useful discipline for preparing characters and playing
them out in a way that is satisfying for
everyone.

‘I think most people followed the guidelines. And that was honestly one major
thing I “graded” on! I tried not to be too
demanding … It helped me parse out who
was reading the app versus who was copy-pasting an app from another game
without much concern for what this game
was. It also helped me see who would be
easier or harder to game with.’ – Unko
Talok

So how can you apply that critical approach to more refined character applications, which may more favorably catch the
GM’s eye?
In preparing this article, I reached out to
a small sample of GMs who recruited for
new games at the start of 2020. All these
GMs had more applications than they could
possibly accommodate in their game, and
so had the same challenge in determining
the most suitable applicants from a large
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Some lessons:
Respect and acknowledge the GM’s intentions and setting. A cookie-cutter character
who could fit into any generic fantasy, or
is designed for a setting not totally aligned
with the GM’s stated intentions, is going to
have a harder time holding the GM’s interest, even if something else about the character is absolutely stellar.
Read and re-read the requirements. Read
it again days later, in case something has
changed with updates and responses to
queries. Any applications that don’t follow
recommendations will be at a disadvantage, as it tells GMs who’s paying attention
to the ad’s detail.
Consider your formatting, and make the
application visually digestible. Learning
how to use fieldset boxes and spoiler buttons to manage blocks of information is
worthwhile, and there are many active
examples across most game and application forums. You don’t have to reinvent the
wheel.
Common Standouts in Applications
‘The two common standouts in the applications I accepted were that they made
an effort to insert their characters into the
setting, and they showed a willingness to
invent detail. This was not something I
specifically requested in my guidelines, but
I had to find some way to trim 17 down to
4 or 5.’ – Telcontar

their setting. If an application expresses
an enthusiasm for the world being offered,
and a willingness to engage collaboratively
with that world, then it’s going to be noticed favorably.
Yet, standing out without going overboard
is a delicate balance. It’s relatively easy to
slam down a few extra paragraphs of backstory. But the GM’s time can be limited,
and it may be a bit much to expect them to
read an extra essay of content and process
it meaningfully.
‘… the standout for the best applications
was in the character biographies ... People
who could tell a good story without making
it a novel’ – Ysolde
Sometimes the GM will have specific additional fields to assist in providing focus
with this engagement. Sometimes not. In
their responses, the surveyed GMs gave
some common indications of content that
impressed them beyond their stated criteria.
Ties and relationships: they don’t have
to be detailed secondary backstories, but
giving your character an association with
one or two potential NPCs gift-wraps a
ready-made set of relationships and emergent backstory that the GM can weave into
potential story hooks.
Goals and intentions: everyone wants
something, and it can often be overlooked
in making characters. They may just want
to see the world as an adventurer for a
well defined reason, or they may be pursuing something specific within the given
setting. Whatever the detail, it’s something
the GM can work with.

‘I think the best apps were the ones with
some clear development direction; people with specific reasons for coming to the
jungle, which was a question I put forth.
I also loved some of the backgrounds
– those with new and interesting ideas.
Some lessons:
Background is a standard question but very
important for story-driven games.’ – Wish- Quantity does not equal quality. If you can
kamon
say it in 200–300 words, then maybe it
doesn’t need to be pumped out to 1000
GMs want potential players to engage with
words.

If a GM provides feedback – not always a
guarantee, as expanded upon below – be
responsive and open. The GM likely knows
the setting better than you do, so trust
them to know the best fit and converse with
them about the possibilities.

Every GM has their own ideas on the most
effective ways to refine applications, based
on individual experience. Writing quality
will always be highly valued - that’s a given. But applicants don’t need to hit a thesaurus and try for literary greatness - the
common expectation is simply to check
spelling, break up massive chunks of text
into paragraphs, and keep the information
easy to digest.
Beyond that, more than one GM commented that making an application stand out
often fell to creating unique content - a
character who feels like their own person,
unique to the competition. This could involve dabbling into non-traditional races or
stat combos, or just creating a personality
that extends beyond conventional standards. How can you make a Pathfinder paladin more interesting than a stick-in-themud lawful type, or give extra personality
to a D&D tiefling?
A common sentiment was that in play-bypost forums, applications almost always
exceed the number of player slots available, so finding ways to stand out was
encouraged.
Some lessons:

Areas of Improvement for Applications
‘Pushing the limits rather than sticking to
the typical fantasy tropes would have been
great. I did take a lot of players that flirted with new ideas and less than traditional
races. So far that has paid off in making the
character interactions more rich and interesting.’ – Pendragon
An application can always be ‘improved’.
The writing can always be tightened, the
grammar revised, the expression made
more vibrant. No one can revise their work
forever, though.
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‘Tropes’ aren’t inherently bad, but they
have a harder time standing out. The
brooding rogue and amorous bard are memes for a reason. How can you mix it up
and work with something more unique?
Open hooks instead of closed loops. When
defining a character’s backstory, remember that an individual’s life is rarely divided
into neat chunks; things bleed over, problems are unresolved, people stick around.
If a character’s history is entirely self-enclosed, it may kill any opportunity for the
GM to actively engage with those elements
for backstory hooks, except in restrictively
narrow and contrived circumstances.

The character must fit the setting. More
than one GM respondent pointed out that it
was obvious when a character felt generic
or ill-fitted in regards to the setting.
Basic writing conventions go a long way.
The topic of ‘good writing’ is beyond the
scope of this article and a whole discipline
unto itself, but some quick points:

wanting to engage with potential players
and assist in honing potentially successful
applications. Other responses expressed
reluctance in showing too much investment
before the game’s even commenced, arguing fairly that it may create unfair expectations or pre-existing attachments when it
came to final selection.

Consider the length of your sentences and
paragraphs – sometimes shorter sentences
are better, and paragraphs should be kept
at digestible lengths.

In short, every GM will have a different
philosophy. So players are best advised to
not automatically expect feedback. Treat it
as a bonus, if the GM has the time and enthusiasm to provide it. But remember that
if a GM doesn’t give you feedback, that
doesn’t mean they don’t care about your
contribution.

Check your spelling and grammar as able.
Seek advice for improvement if unsure.
On Feedback
‘I have had players ask for feedback on
why they didn’t get accepted, and I have
always tried to give them advice so they
can improve.’ – Togot
‘I’m honestly not a great fan of providing
feedback. Mostly because I feel that if I
provide feedback and then the player follows it there might be some expectation
that I will certainly choose them. Unfortunately with 4-6 slots and a lot of applications that can’t always be the case’ – Ysolde
‘There were times when the player did not
follow the spirit of the request. They did
make changes but not the changes that I
was asking for.’ – Pendragon
Feedback is a big service, especially when
the number of applications outstrips the
intended number of players. GMs don’t always have the time to offer specific advice
during advertisement outside of responding
to specific queries.
Interestingly, the prospect of feedback was
also one of the most contentious points
among the GMs surveyed for this article. Those in favor had good reasons for

‘I thought long and hard about providing
feedback and sending out thank yous to
everyone that applied. I was worried it
would feel too much like rubbing salt in
the wound. Players are the lifeblood of the
game. I wouldn’t be running [Waterdeep:
Dragon Heist] if the players hadn’t trusted
me to do so, and I could never do it without them. I was and continue to be honored by that trust, and I want there to be
a way for me to show appreciation for their
application even if they aren’t accepted.’ –
Nasrith
So if the feedback can’t come from the GM
in a certain case, peer review might fill
that need: on-site, one option for feedback
is the ‘Critique my Character Application!’
thread in The Library’s ‘Writing Prompts
and Critiques’ folder, started by Telcontar
to provide a neutral ground for communal
feedback on applications.

Actual footage of Aethera creating
a character. Just kidding, it
is ‘Lady writing at a desk.’

Some lessons:
It’s easy to think that because a GM is
engaging with you on your application,
asking questions or giving feedback, you’re
already a shoe-in or strong contender. But
if your application needs work, don’t get
complacent about it just because the GM’s
given you some initial attention.
Know that no application is objectively perfect. If feedback is offered to you, however
it may come, accept it with good grace and
attempt to understand where the ideas are
coming from. If you don’t agree, respond
with that same good grace – that’s how
creative conversations start.
Retrospective from GMs

in their setting – and to be communicative
if that investment is ever challenged by
external factors.
GMs sometimes respond well to players
forming their own relationships and links
among themselves, and may even actively
encourage it. It’s a great way to keep engaged with the setting, provided you don’t
get carried away. This isn’t going to be viable with every game ad, and turning multiple players into a ‘package deal’ can be a
burden as much as a blessing, but it’s been
done successfully in the past and it may be
worth discussing with the GM if those natural dynamics do pop up between potential
characters.
If in doubt about anything, ask! The GM
will likely be happy to clarify additional details to help with understanding the
setting, and willing to engage with you on
specific ideas that benefit your character.
You never know until you put it out there.

‘I think every game I’ve recruited for has
had different requirements.’ – Unko Talok
‘As far as I’m concerned, the reasons I selected (or didn’t select) certain characters/
players were pretty subjective, and there
was no guarantee that other DMs would
think the same way as me.’ – Telcontar

In Closing

Good GMs are always refining their approach, considering new ways to run their
games and get the information they need
most effectively. It’s an evolving art, and
while that may sound daunting to players
trying to catch the attention of a GM, it can
be helpful to consider what information
they might find most illuminating – even if
it hasn’t been specifically requested.

‘I had a minimum threshold of grammar
and spelling I was willing to accept, but
apart from that I accepted a mix of applications; some simple characters, some
more fleshed-out, some with detailed
worldbuilding elements, some with personal story hooks.’ – Therru

The detail in a character application is important. But one thing was clear in many
of the GM responses, and it may be something some applicants overlook. It’s not
A word of caution here. Going above and
just the character that’s being assessed
beyond can be a good way to get attention, – but the player as well. The way a player
but it can also be a good way to put in a lot responds to the setting and creates a charof extra work for little reward. Keep your
acter in kind; the way a player responds to
approach measured and targeted.
feedback and incorporates responses into
improvements; the way a player constructs
Some lessons:
dynamic characters with something juicy
for the GM to latch onto.
Remember that the effort doesn’t end with
the application. If you get accepted, the
GM is trusting you to retain an investment
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That isn’t to say that when an application is not accepted, it’s a slight against the player.
Far from it. But marketing yourself as a player is one component of the process - conscientious responses to messages, thoughtful engagement with queries and a willingness
to engage with the game ad’s detail are ways to tell the GM that you can be a reliable,
enthusiastic member of the team.
On the subject of refining applications, RPG Crossing alone has independent tools to help
with character applications. One on-site option for resources is buried within the ‘Other
Roleplaying Games’ folder. Search for ‘BAD-ASS Applications’ – you’ll find a whole series
of seminars prepared by Aeternis on the subject of preparing top-tier applications and
avoiding common pitfalls. And more recently, the resurgence of the RPG Crossing Radio
podcast has extensively discussed game ads and character applications.
On the subject of becoming a more distinct and appealing player – don’t be afraid to
take chances. Push the envelope a little, but don’t get lost in writing an essay. If you
don’t get into a game, then consider what was distinct about applications that are accepted, and learn from that. And above all else, never let it get you down when an application isn’t accepted. There are other games out there, and every GM will approach
these common factors a little differently.
Special thanks to the following: Nasrith, Pendragon, Telcontar, Therru, Togot, Unko
Talok, Wishkamon, Ysolde

The Three Evils Hall of Fame Interview by GodRosen
Hall of Fame is an annual site tradition
that started in 2007. With it, we ask all of
you, the RPG Crossing members, to show
us not the good or great games but the
best games. From there the Community
Supporters and RPG Crossing staff take a
vote to see which of them are the best of
the best games across the entire site. To
be among the Hall of Fame is a great honor that comes with the game being placed
into the special Hall of Fame Forum game
folder, which sits at the top of the list of
all game folders. Additionally, a little icon
next to the DM’s username so anyone can
tell from a glance that DM’s greatness.
The nominations provide a couple of paragraphs on why the game is great, and a
handful of game posts to prove it. I went
looking for a still active game in the oldest
Hall of Fame folder I could find and wanted
to learn more about the game itself, the
DM and its current list of active members.
This is what I have to share with you today.
To start with, the game The Three Evils

is 14 years old and has been among the
Hall of Fame for 13 of those years. The
Three Evils is DM’d by none other than the
fabulous hvg3akaek and has transitioned
though 2 rules changes. This game once
started with D&D 3rd edition rules, then
it switched to D&D 4th edition rules, and
then seeing where more enjoyment could
be had with some changes to the 4th edition rules and The Three Evils now runs on
what hvg3akaek calls 4e-lite.
In the game’s many years it has had many
players and this is a list of all those who
had a chance to play and with whom they
wrote its history with.
Zaltarn, a male Gnome Rogue played by Jkaen
Kekenny, a female Human Druid played by nephtis
Elbryan, a male Aasimar warmage played by Master
of Monsters
Eli McGilivray, a male Human Ranger played by
masternate

Baral Bloodflame, a male Halfling Dragonfire Adept played by Sedracus
Arefoor, a “male” Warforged Fighter played by Hyregoth
Reft Swiftstep, a male Human Rogue/Fighter played by steelwyrm
Connis, a male Kobold Sorcerer played by CE2JRH
M’Tar, a male Troll played by Azrac TheUnstable
Tharyn Gildor, a male Human Wild Rogue played by Godfearer
Talbot, a male Halfling Cleric of Ilmater played by omnigeist
Muthaath Meadowchampion Lavoleolothuun, a male Goliath-half-Minotaur Fighter played by Fox-master
Tauranus, a male Tiefling Warlock played by AlwaysCivilMike
Asarius Nagachatu, a male Human Shugenja played by Darenkel
Natalie Merubus, a female Human Wizard played by JJeff
Aneomo Skinbreaker Mukaunoaunuthuloa, a male Goliath-half-Troll Barbarian played by Buswheel
Karlina, a female Human Paragon Rogue/Wizard played by Varthalon
Zach Nailo, a male Human Paragon Wizard played by zalmatra
Arken, a male Half-Orc Bard played by Arken Featherwind
Shinsei, a male Human Paladin/Monk played by Arucard
Litrix, a male Kobold Paragon Ranger played by Drakan
Tuir’Ale Tel’mnar, a male Wood Elf Ranger played by Shadowkami
Katarin, a female Human Fighter played by Hunter Noventa
Elayan, a male Human Rogue played by Prizdar
Sered, a male Deva Bard / Ardent played by ricktur63
Aust, a male Elf Avenger / Seeker played by sneakybastard
Ethronon, a male Half-Elven Quick Battlemind played by The Third
Valandra, a female Genasi Earthsoul Summoner Wizard played by coachjmcvay
Kaddim-sul, a male Genasi Firesoul Resourceful Warlord played by Coeur de Lion
Kekenny, a female Human Primal Guardian Druid played by nephtis
Baral Bloodflame, a male Dragonborn Dragonsoul Sorcerer played by Sedracus
Arefoor, a “male” Warforged Fighter played by Hyregoth
Eli McGilivray, a male Human Two-Bladed Ranger played by masternate
Ethronon, a male Half-Elf Resilient Battlemind played by Draco
Zaltarn, a male Gnome Artful Dodger Rogue played by Jkaen
Thurin Hanllir, a male Human Telekinetic Psion played by Peter172
Nalla, a female Earthstrength Goliath Warden played by UnseenShade
Moth, a female Pixie Vampire played by girlplay
Gak’aruk, a female Gnoll Crazed Prisoner played by Sakure
Bavak, a male Deva Censure of Retribution Avenger played by Gunnar and then by Paladin of Light
Tamil, a male Human Invoker played by Enthusiast
Aust, a male Elf Avenger / Wizard played by NomNomNom
Moth, a female Pixie Vampire / Rogue played by sammichweasel
Kaddim-sul, a male Genasi Firesoul Tactical Warlord played by kedcoleman
Elbryan, a male Deva Assault Swordmage played by Master of Monsters
Bastion, a “male” Warforged Weaponmaster Fighter played by Angry Panda
Moth, a female Pixie Vampire / Rogue played by Coeur de Lion
Keegan Gearbit, a male Gnome Storm Sorcerer played by Schneebly
Marcanincia Limnades Legalleaf, aka Marcan, a male Halfling Fey / Star Warlock played by The Third
Vrezhe Slimescale, Host of the Still Waters a male Kobold Artificer / druid played by sammichweasel and
then by Neil
Templeton Gloaming, a male Human Rogue Artful Dodger played by Rolzup and then by Gath
Shiva the Fierce Rain, a female Genasi Whirling Barbarian played by Avner and then by Duxus
Grand Master Zhanshu He, a male Genasi Harrier Battlemind played by sneakybastard
Zaharm, a male Shadar-Kai Night Stalker Assassin played by Darays
Prince Skye Dragonfly, a male Pixie Storm Sorcerer played by jbear
Prince Elegast of Eaerlann, a male Half-Elf Fighter Knight played by sedracus
Telen’gaul “Luna’s Arrow,” a male Half-Elf Avenger played by Atua

44

What are some lessons you have
learned or maybe some advice you’d
give based on your experiences on this
game?

In all, it’s been a blast!

hvg3akaek: Be prepared. Even if that
preparation needs to change, have something to fall back on. Even when games
take months to do a combat, it’s always
good to know where you want to go!

Gath: A little over two years.

However, don’t be too prepared. It’s definitely sad not being able to see a game
through with the original players, even if
you find a whole host of wonderful new
players!
Also, be reasonable in how long a game
will take. I never thought this game would
last this long, nor that it would take so
long. Doing it again, I would aim smaller,
and then extend if people were interested,
instead of doing another epic (almost generational) game.
What has been your experience in this
game and with each other?
hvg3akaek: As this game has shifted its
rule-set twice (once from 3rd to 4th edition, once from 4th to my homebrew of
4th, i.e., “4e-lite”), it has been great to
see people step out and try something
new. Right now, as has been said, Gath
and Unko were quite new to 4e, and totally
new to “4e-lite”, but both have done great
in getting a feel for the system and picking
up new rules.
I’ve really enjoyed seeing a variety of interesting characters over the years, and
some people shifting between characters
(due to a character dying, not being as
interesting any more, or due to it betraying the party and needing to be killed).
Through small parties to big parties, it’s
always great seeing how well people work
together, and interact/roleplay with each
other.

How long have you been a part of this
game?

Unko Talok: Not even a year at this point.
It looks like I joined in August of last year.
I thought it had been so much longer than
that!
The Third: About 6 years, I think? That’s
when I started playing Ethronon, and I
think he was my first character here.
What are some lessons you have
learned or advice you would give as a
player to a player based on your experience in this game?
Gath: It is a unique experience to take
over a character someone else had created. The decision to breathe life into a
previous character requires one to address
multiple aspects. One that sits at the forefront for me is whether to try and emulate
what the previous player had written, or
whether to invoke your own take on the
character based on its description and
character sheet. My character was written
and played by Rolzup, whom I have had
the distinct pleasure of gaming with as a
fellow player and as a player in a game I
am still running. I know them to be an exceptional [player] with masterful attention
to detail and sensibilities toward portrayal
of the subtleties of the manifestations of a
character in a more complete perspective
than I have seen from most other players.
Additionally, they are a brilliant mind and
the thoughtfulness and ingenuity applied
to the playing of this game make gaming
with them not only a joyous and rewarding
experience, but also an enlightening and
often baffling one as well. To put it plainly,
I did not feel that I would be able to mimic their play style, so I picked up on a few
things from the description and tried to
forge my own path.

What caught my attention the most was
the characterization defined by a smirk.
And that though he is a thief of epic proportions and renown, he only steals from
those who deserve it - or from bad guys,
something to that effect. It’s curious to
think about what constitutes a smirk. What
type of facial expressions can be a mechanical or symbolic version of a smirk.
And how do you write a thief who is overall
a good person.
It has been interesting to play with other
people in this game as they are facing similar challenges. But also, I am not very well
versed in DND 4.0, so this has taken quite
a lot of accommodation on the DM’s part
as they have accepted me and my confusion in stride. I know two other versions of
Dungeons and Dragons and a great deal of
Pathfinder, but for some reason my gaming
circles, even though I was the first to acquire the 4e box set up here in Anchorage,
nobody wanted to play. And even though
4e has had an indelible impact on the mechanics of 5e, there was just this unshakable animosity towards the massive changes that 4e brought to the table. I suppose
it took the many years between 4e and
5e for those who were so conflicted to
welcome the changes that Wizards of the
Coast had settled on. Anyway, I didn’t get
really any play time with the game system.
So I have three other Dungeons and Dragons (including Pathfinder) rules sets in my
head and they all collide when I try to play
4e. I had a head injury a number of years
ago and my memory was affected pretty
hard. So I find that even if I read through
rules to try and learn them for this game
they end up getting confused with other
systems anyway. Also, there is no online
SRD for 4e, which makes it much worse.
Everything else can just be searched for
online. I have a Rules Compendium at my
desk, which is a small almost pocket sized
reference book of 4e rules. I also have the
three core books that I bought way back
when 4e was released. So I do try to look
up stuff when I need to. But Hvg3 is very
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good about writing it all out on the Google
Doc Spreadsheets. I never learned Excel,
but Hvg3 is pretty handy with it. We’ve
discussed my own limitations and so they
have included more and more information
on the actual sheet. These are 20+ level
characters with homebrew rules for leveling so even if I did go just by the rules
there have been significant changes and
I just don’t have the experience with this
system to be managing that. There was
a brief moment where I was determined
to set out and build my own character,
but that never got off the ground. Maybe
someday.
Also, joining a long running game is very
rewarding because it is generally a very
rich environment and there is an established base of players and the game is
evidence that the DM is capable of longevity and keeping a game running despite the
obstacles that are common to play by post
scenarios. It can also be strange because
being the new kid on the block you may
not mesh well with the other players and
characters. But with time and effort this
can be worked through, or maybe not.
How do you turn that into lessons or advice?
Think about the character you are taking
over. Find a way to make it your own, while
still allowing the spirit of the former player’s intent to shine through.
If you don’t know the system, then try to
learn it, but also communicate with the DM
to see how you can adapt to the game in
a manner that accommodates your limitations. There’s probably a solution.
Joining an existing game with existing
players is rewarding, but can be challenging also. Be adaptable and focus on
communication until you achieve harmony
within the group. Though this may happen
easier for some than others.

Unko Talok: There’s always room for
growth. I do my best to wrap my head
around the lore of each character and the
game as a whole. I think that each post I
manage to get a little bit better about understanding the personalities and dynamics
of the world. What I keep thinking of as
important is that this game is as good as
we make it. So I strive to not waste a post.
I think the GM and other players have the
same striving.
Not to spark an edition war, but this game
gave me a deeper appreciation for 4E than
I had before. I was all-in on the 3.5/PF
train when 4E was announced. And while
it’s not my favorite edition (there are still
many things about it that are mysterious
to me), it’s got a lot to like. I wish I had
been more open to system changes in its
hey-day.
Advice? I suppose I’d just say that the
point of any of these games is for everyone
to have fun. Hugga’s combats are brutal,
and every one of them so far has made me
shocked that we’re not all dead. As much
as I want to see us all make it to the end,
I try not to sweat that part of it. I do what
Vrezhe would do in a given situation, and
try to make the writing and reactions as
fun as possible for everyone reading.
The Third: Slow and steady wins the race?
Sure, I’ve been in some quicker games,
but they often will burn out quickly, too. Although I’d happily step up my pace a bit at
times, when something happens in RL and
I can’t get on for a few days, it’s good to
know that this happens to everyone, and
everyone is ok with it.
All games start at recruitment. How
did you come to be recruited into this
game?
Gath: I saw a curious link in Hgv3’s signature that was basically a question/challenge: “Interested in epic 4e?” I thought
about it a while. I’d seen their posts in

Amy’s answers thread and finally clicked
and inquired, then was interviewed and
given an selection of characters to choose
from. I saw Rolzup’s character and was
hooked. That Templeton was a thief made
it even sweeter. So we got to work.
Unko Talok: Around August of last year,
Gath mentioned to me that Hugga was
looking for folks to take over some of the
NPCs in his Three Evils game. At the time,
I didn’t realize that these were PCs who
had lost their players. I just thought that
he was looking for some kind of guest appearances or something, and thought I’d
try my luck at getting to make a post or
two in an extremely long running Hall of
Fame game. When I realized that it was a
chance to play, I got really excited! I didn’t
know the 4E rules, but I read through the
quickstart rules and Hugga has been incredibly accommodating and helpful as I
continue to learn.
When I first joined the game, Vrezhe called
to me. Kobolds are already a fun little
bunch, but this one was especially enjoyable. A kobold bearing an untold number
of spirits, trying to keep all the voices
straight, acting strangely and laughing at
apparently nothing because the voices in
his head gave him strange perspectives. It
was just too deep and weird for me to not
pick Vrezhe. I loved the way that artificer
abilities were re-flavored into a strange
kind of summons using the Still Waters
that Vrezhe hosts. It’s been a huge challenge, but I don’t think I would have been
nearly as happy with any other character.
Each post takes a lot of effort to pull off.
And I love it every time.
The Third: I play with a number of hugga’s players in RL (Coeur de Lion, Fox-master, Buswheel), and one of our RL games
moved to PbP when a player moved overseas. This was in 2012, but after playing
on the site for a few years, hugga mentioned that some of his games were looking for new applicants, so I jumped on in!

What has been your experience in
this game and with each other? and
Is there anything else you’d like to
share?

a life before I began playing him.

Gath: Hvg3 has been an exceptional DM.
Their organization and preparedness keep
the story and game going like some god
machine on Mechanus. The maps are unparalleled to anything I have encountered
in description, accessibility, and consistency of greatness. The inclusion and portrayal of a long list of NPCs has always been
impressive to me. I don’t know how they
manage to run this game so well. I have
never seen anything like it in play by post.
It has been interesting getting into gaming
with some folks who had gamed with my
character under control of a different player. I seem to have a much different play
style and habits that had been established
for synergizing in combat scenarios have
turned out to be awkward and frustrating to me as I have a completely different
approach. I’m trying to be communicative
about these things but it’s hard to identify
and address some things like that without
it getting personal at first, when nobody
really realizes where the strain is coming
from. Some things had culminated into a
tipping point for me in the game thread
and I just let it out in character, a great
big emotional dump. It was probably completely inaccessible for everyone so it ended up spilling over into the OoC. But after
some discussion I, at least, feel better
about having an idea how to move forward with some understanding that some
of the confusion stemmed from differences
in play style between myself and the original player. As I said, I will never be able
to emulate Rolzup. They are too cool and
smart for me to model my actions after.
So I have to go it my own way. But now I
understand that things that are frustrating
and offensive are not always going to be
malicious. It’s just sometimes a matter of
me looking at things with a bigger lens and
trying to remember that this character had
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Otherwise I think that the other players are
totally rad. Characters are all pretty well
fleshed out and growing more and more
as the game goes on. We are in this perpetually desperate situation and each step
takes us closer to getting out but at the
same time further away. It’s odd, but fun.
Unko Talok: It’s been great! I’ve known
Gath and Hugga for a long time, from way
back in ~2005–2009 when I was on the
site the first time. I’d always wanted to
play with each, but it never happened in
the before-times. It’s been everything I
hoped it would. A very talented and dedicated GM and a very talented and dedicated player. It’s had the extra, unexpected
benefit of getting to game with The Third!
I’d not known him before this game. He’s
also put a lot of effort into playing Marcan
as Marcan.
As Gath mentioned, there’s been some
friction. Overall, I think we’ve dealt with it
pretty well. I think that being able to push
through difficulties like that is necessary
in any long-running game. The difference
in games that keep going and keep failing
isn’t friction never happening. It’s how you
respond.
The Third: Clearly, one of the downsides
of playing a long-term game is that players
come and go. Not everyone has the time
to continually put to such a game, as work,
life, health, children, and so forth often
do (and should!) come up. So yes, it’s sad
when people whom you’ve played alongside for months or years have to leave
- but at the same time, without them, it
would not have been the same. Don’t look
at it as a bad thing, really, but treasure the
experiences you’ve had, and look forward
to making more!
The other big thing about this game is it
sticks with 4e mechanics (if houseruled a
bit).

I appreciate that, as though I’ve trialled 5e, game means more opportunity to put in
it’s not really for me. And finding a good 4e more detail.
game is getting harder and harder, as there
is so little out there. Thus, it’s great seeing
hugga continue with the ruleset, and seeing new people come in, give it a try, and (I
think?) enjoy it.
Additional Comments: I think the biggest
thing to take away is – PbP isn’t the same
as playing in person, or even playing via
Skype or something similar. It does take
longer, but it allows you to get more involved, take longer to craft your posts, and
delve into things skipped over in person.
Gath’s really challenged me to put more description into things I was taking for granted, which reminded me that not only do
others have more enjoyment if I put more
effort into posts, but when I can, I should!
Sure, there will be times when it is not merited, or that I simply don’t have the time/
head space, but in general, a slower, longer

Playing a Believable Character –
TheatRe History 101 by Wodine
I recently played a game with an IRL group (over the internet of course, social distancing and all that) and of the six PCs I was running the Pathfinder game for, four of them
had never played before, one had only ever played in my games, and one had some experience outside of my circle. Now, of the seven of us, we have a collective 30 years of
post-bachelor’s degree study, so to help them along, I did for them what they’re used to.
I directed them to learning, book learning. I directed them to the works of Viola Spolin
and Konstantin Sergeievich Stanislavski.
For those of you who know me, you might be confused about why I know theatre history. Well in addition to my advanced degrees in the sciences, when I was an undergrad
one of my degrees was theatre. Yep, I’m that kind of nerd.
So who was Viola Spolin? Viola Spolin (November 7, 1906 — November 22, 1994) was
a celebrated theatre academic, an educator, and an acting coach. She is, however, best
known for her innovation of certain directorial techniques which are designed to force
actors to focus on the present moment; that is to make the choices as they would happen in real life, as opposed to simply playing a part.
In a word? Improv. IMPROV.

The goal of her works is to take someone
and unlock their ability to react naturally to
a scene, to another actor, to the environment. That natural response is what makes
acting, or in our case roleplaying, believable. Have you ever seen a show or movie
and thought, who puts their hands in their
pockets like that? Or why did they take
that weird half step? That’s the result of an
inability to react naturally, to forget that
they are being watched. When writing or
playing a convincing character you sometimes need to step away, forget that you’re
writing it for the game and imagine how a
real person would react – that is how you
get your most visceral, and your most real
reactions. This is especially important for
games based in ‘realism’ magical or otherwise, such as Call of Cthulhu, but is just as
aptly applied to fantasy games.
Viola Spolin developed a series (200+)
of ‘theatre games’, and these games are
designed to accomplish several things, but
I’m going to distill it down for a few gaming relevant tidbits. The first, “A healthy
group relationship demands a number of
individuals working interdependently to
complete a given project with full individual
participation and individual contribution.”
That is, the growth and interaction of the
group is greater than that of individual. A
game is a group activity and the group has
to thrive together. Second, “the techniques
of the theater game are the techniques of
communicating.” The entire premise of our
games, of roleplaying, and especially with
respect to play-by-post is that we communicate the actions that are taking place. If
you don’t communicate your sword hit, or
your spell, or pulling the trigger, then was
there even a point to writing your post?
Finally, “Any game worth playing is highly
social and has a problem that needs dealing within it…” The game, the roleplaying it
relies on the group on the dynamic and on
the interactions within. Many games have
ended because players, every player, want
to be the ‘star’ but a game must be collaborative, because if we just wanted to play

by ourselves, it would be a lot less work to
play a video game.
Now let’s take a look at what a 19th century Russian can bring to the party, other
than fancy eggs and vodka. Stanislavski’s method relies on building up a life for
your character part, beyond just what is
depicted on the stage. Take, for example,
Wily Loman from Death of a Salesman.
You only experience a brief amount of his
life, the critical and important part of his
life, but he’s an old man, about to retire.
All his experiences of his life prior to those
moments add up and that’s who he is now.
Stanislavski believed in using the clues in
the text to work out this background, for
example Willy’s son Biff is praised for being
a former football star, so it is possible to
assume that Willy also played football as a
teenager.
In addition, you should search out the influences that motivate the character to act
in particular ways or react to different circumstances or people and through this you
can build a life off-stage to explain what
goes on on-stage. Now, for this to apply
to games you need to make some adjustments; we don’t have a text of prewritten
activities, but rather we need to write them
as we progress. But the same basic principles still apply to your character. Whether
or not you’ve taken the time to write out a
detailed and specific history, to develop fully you need to explore the history of your
character so that you can decide how they
would appropriately respond. For example,
perhaps your character nearly drowned at
a lake when they were a child, and that explains why they are afraid of the water, or
perhaps your character has a child of their
own and one of the villains reminds the PC
of their child – so who should be surprised
when they let the villain escape with their
life?
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These details, these nuances are the key to making a believable character with believable interactions. The more detailed your background, the more you have access to
reactions that a character would make – that is what makes your character believable. It
isn’t swinging a sword, it isn’t the casting the right spell at the perfect moment, it’s the
fallibilities, the mysteries, the problems.
Now this is, of course, just my own advice; no doubt you have your ideas about how to
better play your characters – but I want to leave you with a small exchange that happened after the game I recently played. One of my new players asked me, “Did I do it
correctly?” And if you knew her, you’d know that it’s a very her question to ask. And my
response was:
“Did you have fun?”
“Yes.”
“Did everyone else have fun?”
“I think so.”
“Then we did it correctly.”
And that’s the single most important piece of advice I can give anyone about gaming. If
you’re not having fun, or if you’re stopping someone else from having fun, then you are
doing it wrong.
Game on.
And don’t do it wrong.

Upcoming Events
Outplay

Outplay is an annual competition started back in 2011 by
Admin RonarsCorruption that pits groups in a single-elimination-style tournament together against common sorts of challenges they might face in any game. The goal is to identify
and reward the RPGX member who best exemplifies what we
want to see in a player on this site.
That requires a mix of rules knowledge, perfomance of their
role in a team, excellent roleplay, quality writing, and success
in their ability to develop and execute a plan.

Hall of Fame

The Hall of Fame is already home to some of the greatest
games this site has seen, but we know there are more out
there that deserve to join the esteemed ranks of the HoF. It’s
time to let us know about them.
If you’re interested in either of these events please keep an
eye on the site’s announcements’ board.

Game Solutions

Rebus Solutions
Holy Water
Left for Dead
Eyeshadow

Top Secret		
No Biggie			
A Step Backward
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Rubbed the Wrong Way
Hidden Meaning
Work Overtime

