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1. INTRODUCTION

ossibly the hasdest'@enre to roleplay is that

of horrof. Thisjis iténic as probably the

second biggest selling RPG of all time is
Call of Cthulhu, a‘gamic of cosmic horror.

Juét about every game claims to be capable
of ‘Gunning Rerror games. Still, in my experience,
very fewsdo anything at all to help the GM convey
afything of the sensations we get when watching
a horror movie.

This is partly because what would be horrific
in a movie is often a staple of our daily diet in
games. Skeletons are low-level D&D monsters,
as are zombies. When faced with a Mummy, our
heroes will often draw their weapons and attack.
Our favorite movie characters would turn tail and
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run.

In my background, Call of Cthulhu was the
first game in which the wisdom of “If it has stats,
we can kill it.” no longer held true.

Kill, loot and move on is ingrained into the
psyche of a great many players.

This book was inspired by someon g me
about creating a solo horror roleplayin e

was scary enough to scare the player.

In meeting the challenge, I created a game I
would not be prepared to play. rse, this says
more about me than thé€ game cofifess it was

not playtested.

different from
be that the advice in

Solo roleplayingg
social roleplaying§
these pages

joke can destroy all your efforts in an instant.

This book is a pick’n’'mix selection of tips
and advice. Take the bits that make sense to you,
maybe give the others a go, and keep the ones that
work for you.



PLEACE... DON'T DO THIS.
| CAN'T DO THIS...
| DON'T WANT TO PLAY

=2 THIS GAME ANYMORE.

1. SAFETY TOOLS
do not think these is agy genre in which safety
Itools are more mmportant than in horror.
Horror always deals with dark themes and
unpleasapfness. OF allthe subgenres of horror, the
modegzn=day petiod ispessibly the most disturbing.
It cafi feelyery real and very close to reality.

Yousmay not think that safety tools are needed
imselo, play, but I disagree. There will be times
when the story seems to be heading towards one
définite destination, and it is one you do not want
to visit.

There are many very good safety tools for
group games, and I strongly recommend using
them, or at the very least discussing them before
proceeding with any RPG, and a horror one
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especially. For example, in my previous book
Easier Solo Play, I talk about my experience with
a player who struggled with depression. Yet, very
tew of our peers knew anything about it.

Veils, are a common safety tool, and as a plot

device can be used to protect players from things
they may not want to play through, you&ter
say that you will draw a veil over thesce

not discuss it explicitly, as if a movie
black. The problem with veils is that th

thing still happened, and you know it happe

For solo play, I recom anging the

narrative as a safety a t the game is

going on a particular tra realize that
the destination is no ou want in your
eflects the story

nock at the door just

ns the game, and if the oracle says
o bad should happen, then it should

I do not subscribe to that point of view. I play
games for fun and horror games for fun tainted
with a frisson of fear. The common factor is
always fun. If it stops being fun, change the game
until it is fun, or stop.



This same solo technique works for group play.
If you are running a horror game and realize that
the route things are going could be uncomfortable
for you or your players, deflect the course.

This can give you time to talk to your grou
about what could have happened and about ho
you and they feel about it being in the ol

\Qz
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2. INVEST IN YOUR GAME

y first expesience Of Call of Cthulhu

‘ \ / I was in about 1985. We were playing a
campaigh, It was mid-December if 1
remember coffeetly, solitaras dark outside, and the
wind was ap. The VenueWwas a drafty house, so the

odd credk hete,and there certainly didn’t hurt the
atmosphere.

Wenall crammed around a dining room table
with a short side up against a wall and window.
JThejetirtains were drawn but occasionally bellied
out when the wind gusted outside.

One player, who will remain nameless, but is
nicknamed after a bear who likes picnic baskets,
was asked to roll for a skill check or something.
As he reached for his dice, which happened to be
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close to this curtained window, a claw lashed out

and grabbed his hand.

The player screamed, the rest of the players
screamed, the Keeper screamed.

We also rather upset the cat that had settle
down behind that curtain and wanted to plagwit

the dice. Y 4

That was my first real experi 1o
roleplaying, and it was the pinnacle e hottor
experience. I have only once ever got cl o the

point where the player was assseared as the player
character, but that is w always striven for.

he d inter night helped
% butside, the drafts in the
insmoying with the drafts, and the

It was all about the atmosphere.

You can invest time and effort into setting up
your playing area. You can control the lighting. If
you can work in low-light, I could go as far as a



candle in a wine bottle. It would take a few sessions
to get enough wax on the bottle to make it really
old school, but worth considering, Just please
do not set fire to your desk, house, or yourself.
A safer option if you are using lots of paper are
small tealight lanterns. You can get a pack of them
online for about $15.

Music is another excellent way
atmosphere. Not every scene in a ho
going to be horrific. Part of the skill

a horror game is to know when to increa

pressure, inducing Dread and o ease it off.
Pile on the pressure sta it loses its
impact.

itch to the dark,
ou enter the spooky

Changing the mus
impending doom

ground is in solo roleplaying. Solo play

dent on improvisation, and over-preparing

1§ the enemy of improvisation. If you have spent

lot of money and effort creating props, you are

more inclined to manipulate your story to make
sure you get to use them.

Some props are guaranteed to get used, such as
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a themed dice tray or dice. These don’t come with
that same obligation to be used.

In solo play, I also get to choose the where
and when of the game. You may not have this
luxury when running for a group. If you pla
every Tuesday night by VTI'T, then you willjhave
problem. P

There is nothing to stop a s lay

d plaging
if doing

from taking some dice and a notep
a game sat on a bench in a graveyard. B

that, don’t be surprised if you soon start using
headstones as inspiration C names and
dates.

The only proviso I 1 is that I have
He h ve taken offense at
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3. SUBTLE VIOLENCE

The problem withgall-out miolence is that we

become inured (to it“extremely quickly. For

example, the Slasher flick is a staple of the
horror movigieefice, butitfrequently fails in RPGs
because the playesy chatacters are often more
violent than the villain!

dhe phisase murder-hobo only applies to the
supposed heroes in most games. Those homeless
characters traveling around the country murdering
just@bout anything that isn’t human, elf, dwarf, or
halfling. Even those species are not safe if they
look at the heroes the wrong way.

This combat-first approach can destroy any
sense of horror. Turning back to movies, the
zombie movie is a classic horror genre, but to a
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sword-swinging fighter, they are 2HD cannon
fodder monsters. The only consideration for
anything from beyond the grave is whether it can
be hit by magic weapons.

Subtle violence is both an existential threat; i
can kill your character, but it is also hidd
source is hidden.

or 1

idea of who did it, amongst all the jost
and the strobing lights.

I once had a ch
bite was easily treate a‘antivenom from the
local hospital, just 20 ay, but fatal if

aracters discovered

tampere . Fifia hen they wanted to use
the co ailythe power went out.

ore obvious that the snake was not there

b ance. Someone was out to get them.

e characters were driven further into the

use to find a solution. They needed to defeat

their tormentor, get the power back on, and call
for help.

Traps do not have to be the preserve of the
dungeon.
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A disconnected gas pipe in the kitchen is just
waiting for someone to try and flip the light switch,
checking if the power is still out.

The point of these subtle assaults on the
characters is to leave them with all of their agency,
a core element of roleplaying, but to leave them
impotent with nothing to fight against. Pe

When you employ this tactic, the p
from the antagonist playing with the
and reaching out to them at any time, w
characters are unable to reach the antagonist.

In group play, it wo
one aspect of every cha
the spotlight and on their t

s be n play on
r. ['tkeepseveryone in

't have that problem
because you are alw he spotlight.

end in itself. Instead,
trate the antagonist’s power
you step up the action to a
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4. DILEMMAS
he simple dilemma is a wonderful tool to
I tell your (players that"things are not going
to be easywThe perfect dilemma is between
two bad guteomes: Pilemmas are not exclusive to
horroggh use thém in‘éombat scenes all the time.

Catch thewillain or save the innocent is a classic
dilemma.

Dawas“running a horror game set in modern-
day /Germany. The actual place was made up,
afifamalgam of several places I have visited. My
character was a private detective looking for a
kidnapped child. The last known location was a
house scheduled for demolition in the Marktplatz.
I gained entry to the house, and it all looked
remarkably clean and tidy for a house about the be
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demolished. In one of the reception rooms was
a table, and on the table was an Ouija board, and
under the glass was a Swatch watch, of the sort
that the child was known to have.

I went to look at the board, and the glass
twitched in my hand. So I put the glass down rather
quickly, and it moved on its own. I knew @Jl
what an Ouija board was, so I put my fingerti

on
the glass, and it started to spell out a m
force behind the board could tell me w
the missing child, but only if I set it free.

That was all the informati , set free an

unknown occult force, sa ild or try and
find the child by mundan a

bait and agreed to its
always having to do
force before it would
release t ild. gain, I was being strung

the other option, ignoring the
nding the child independently, I
flicted with the spirit. It was a horrible
there was no good outcome I could see,
yet I was clearly on the right path.

Later, at the end of the adventure, the spirit
had possessed the body of the child, and I faced
another dilemma. I could trap the possessed child
in a place it could never hurt anyone again, at the
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cost of the child’s life, or liberate both child and
spirit from the condemned house freeing the spirit
to possess person after person. This was not a nice
spirit, and a great deal of harm would come from
setting it free. What to do?

This example was a solo game using, Da
Streets and Darker Secrets. I was lucky i&t}\
I was faced with each choice, I ha ide.
a group game, dilemmas can cause ‘§pli &
the players and their characters. Th ed t

n

S

e
played out. A good dilemma should not easy
choice!

Once you have div n the party, a GM

can start to manipula er choice the
characters make,

in their path.

w the complications

reative parties that will
is makes preplanning for
ry difficult. They are far
provised game, where the GM can

rule of thumb, I would throw the negatives
oth choices at the characters if they fail to
choose either choice.

One should never penalize a creative solution,
but you can make the characters work for their
victory!
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5. ISOLATE YOUR

CHARACTERS
n countless Hotror movies, it is the person
Iwho goesginto the spooky house, or woods
or tomb, on their owa that you know they are

going tofhaveya verydbpad day.

And"se, it is with player characters. As a party,
they ake strohg, separate a character, and they have
exploitablé’weaknesses.

Tes much easier to tailor a threat to challenge
ofie character than challenging an entire party. Not
only can the party support each other, but the GM
is just one person trying to outwit a group. The
GM has to juggle everything; the players only have
to look out for themselves.
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In solo play, this is somewhat easier to separate
your character from any supporting NPCs.
However, in a regular group, they will often try to
stay together.

I was playing ApoCthulhu, a post-apocalyps
Cthulhu game that takes place after the gu
won. My group was in town, trying togloo
foodstuffs from the abandoned reson
edge of town when I thought I sa e
the cornfields on the other side o
As soon as I entered the field, the corn
my head, and I may as well
Suddenly, I had zergyvisibi
of me, no points of

igh

over

been in a2 maze.

inches in front
t where I had
just come from, and

ulnerable, and it goes
> was something in that

ces an element of meta gaming
ession. The rest of the players become

actions, but they will absorb some of the mood
and tone of that individual scene.

It will be hard for players to not want to avoid
being caught alone in your locations.

But what do you do to these isolated characters?
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Mostly, this depends on the goals of the antagonist
in your horror game. It could be just a whispering
voice in the dark, asking questions, or pleading for
help. But, on the other hand, it could be an assault
by an unseen assailant.

The goal is to tailor each encounter t
isolated character, so they are ill-equippedsto
with it. If you get the party fighter ongtheiggown
and throw a zombie at them, that will o thei
strengths and isn’t going to unsettle th 1o
the same zombie at the party illusionist, in th k,
their depth.

by surprise, and they may be o
Chances are they will 1

scare.

Isolation can be

havior simply because they are worried or scared
being caught alone.

The helpful haunting is a good tool that uses
isolation. When a character is alone, the helpful
ghost gives them a clue or hint. These can be
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very obscure; for example, Harry Potter keeps
catching a glimpse of a face in a shard of a mirror.
It keeps him guessing as to who or what it could
be. However, a helpful haunting can be obviously
helpful. For example, if you have set up a many-
stage quest and the first stage is to find a key to

helping them, but t

invaded.

helpful haunter only interacts with one

cter, someone they have adopted, and feels it
as an attachment.

This can then mutate into something very
stalker-ish and disturbing,
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I

6. THEY ARE
TOGETHER!

n many ways I
is about isolatingiall the

ar to isolation, but it
haracters. Give them

this that springs to mind is HAL9000, when
ed to open the dock doors, replies, “I’'m sorry
ave, I am afraid I cannot do that.”, and in that
instant, both maroons Dave in space, and declares
HAL9000 to be the hidden enemy. Thus, Dave
is in a very precarious position and is denied the
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single necessity at that crucial moment.

Lovecraft’s The Shadow Over Innsmouth plays
on this, with an entire town in on the conspiracy.
The same device is used in the 1973 movie The
Wicker Man.

If you are not familiar with the film, lic
officer arrives on a remote Scottish isldfid lo
for a missing girl. All the islandes§ insi

disappearance was a lure to attract th
officer to the island. The is having rejected
Christianity, are followi an god and need a
human sacrifice of someon came willingly

to the island and ing-like’, which the
islanders take g a law enforcer to be.
Unfortunatel t end well for the police
officer.

, the belief in what they were
nshakable that even the classmates
ol would insist that the missing girl had
ended.

don’t recommend stealing the plot of The
Wicker Man to use on your character or party,
but it does illustrate the device. From looking for
one perpetrator, everyone was involved, and there
were no friendly faces to turn to.

At the gaming table, you can hint at this by
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removing helpful people. Even if the people
involved are not yet openly hostile, they could just
start avoiding the characters. For example, stores
may be shut when the characters need something,
or there are no vacant rooms at the only guesthouse.
Contacts never return calls or claim to be called
away on more important business.

You are cutting them off from their support

network.

On a smaller scale, you could bring n a
bridge closing the only road out of a remote vi

cut the telephone wires,
setting, cut the powez

pbest when they are not
ple, let the characters work out
more NPCs are not responding or

e third time you have told them that
th o phone signal.

One eternal question in horror play is are you

ying to scare the player or the character. Of

course, the middle ground is putting the player in
tear of their character’s life.

This technique is part of that middle ground. It
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is not directly horrific, but it is a device to increase
the tensionin the game. It may disappoint characters
or make them angry. It could even possibly scare
them, especially if you cut the electricity to the
supposedly haunted house, but the biggest effect
is on the player, who has a greater understandin
of their characters’ isolation.

4
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@‘b’

25



4 0

7. OVERMATCH YOUR

CHARACTERS

was playing a@Rolemasger game, and we had
Istruggled through, thefwvillain’s hordes to get

to the final confrontation. Rolemaster is built
around gxploding dige that they call open-ended
rolls. Roll over 95 on a d100, and you get to roll
againn andadd the second roll to your first. Roll over
95 gaify and’you can keep on rolling and adding.
There i§ 1o upper limit to how high your roll can
get. When you are fighting in Rolemaster, you roll
the dice, add your skill, deduct their defense, and
then compare the result to a table. The maximum
result is 150. The higher the final roll, the more
damage you do. There is no explicit damage roll,
that is read off the attack table, but you do get to
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roll for a critical effect, also on a d100.

The first round of combat and 1 tried to
duck and weave through the villain’s lieutenants
arrayed before him. This was an absurdly difficult
maneuver, -70 on my roll, but my roll explode
and exploded again; the final total was
200, and I only needed 101 for succes' I
tront of the villain with enough
round remaining to make a st

another phenomenal roll, and e
villain’s defenses, it ended up at over 3
than twice what was needed aximum result.
That would hurt, bugit is t alroll that kills. I
rolled a 66, which, i h layed Rolemaster,

you will know is on magic numbers. The

strike went straight tl e villain’s lungs and

c ever had such an amazing
set o ~Dwas rolling 96 to 00 back

rolls, but a rather disappointing anti-

a massive quest. If it had been death by

le hitpoint, or somehow borderline, then it

would have been worth fudging it and letting the

villain stagger away. If it had been in the general

melee, maybe a lieutenant could have spirited the
body away.

It was neither of those things. It was a once-in-
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a-lifetime run of such extreme luck, and the result
so cut and dried that to fudge the result would
have ruined the campaign even more than the
early demise of the villain.

I am one hundred percent sure that everyone
has a similar experience of one-punching a villain

that had been set up as a battle royale. P

In a fantasy game, this is okay. a \4
it happens, the dice rolls themselves at
worth telling, and that is my entry when“telling

fishermen’s tales of fantastic dice rolls.

In a horror game, instadea orrible thing,
All the work you have i uilding up the
atmosphere is instantly d ed by shouts of
excitement and “my i
banter.

ger than yours”

One of i ings about the horror
posed to get out alive.

explicit permission to massively
e characters.

ting a monster that can only be hurt

¢ weapons in the middle of New York

. Your characters are going to have a hard

me finding anything that can hurt it. This is

the premise behind the Omen franchise and An

American Werewolf in London. The ‘monster’
cannot die, but the characters do not know that.
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If your GM does pull this on you, I suggest finding a
Bishop, Arch-Bishop, or Cardinal playing golf and stealing
their golf bag. There is at least a chance they have blessed
their clubs, hoping it may improve their swing, and a bag
of Holy clubs counld arm your entire party.

I find monsters do not make good horrogyillai
because they are too easy to understaxﬂ. I
monster, you need to kill it. If it is apsu
monster, you probably have to banishg

knew what he was hu
of discovery. Vary

&

y into the genre. Hunted
for the same reason, but

are tapping into pop culture.

ummies work in an egyptology setting,
cither in a museum or pyramid, because they are
believable. A Mummy as a wandering monster in
a dungeon isn’t.

What you want to do is maintain hope, even
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if you know that the characters are doomed.
Characters against an overmatched villain have
two choices, flee or fall. You can create horror
by leading the characters to the point where they
realize that they have just those two choices too
late.

4

\
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8. LIMIT THE GAME
orror werks bestywhen it is a direct

Hcontrast to your group’s normal gaming
diet. If you encountered the living dead

last weekgrand, agaifisthis week and next week is

anothempdose of), living, dead; it will stop being
hottror and’become mundane.

Thisiis a common problem with trying to inject
hotter .into many D&D-style campaigns. The
players and characters are just inured into killing
everything they meet. If it is undead, you try and
turn it, and if that fails, you kill it.

If you create a game that is specifically set
up for horror, you get two big gains. First, if the
characters are created for this specific game, there
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is less emotional attachment should they die. The
second gain is that you can set up the game right
trom the start to be horror. You can tailor character
creation, the setting, and the opening scene.

A game with a limited scope does not have to
carry the burden of being the start of a campaign.
Instead, it can be an end in itself. Pe

I had been reading a series of gr
called Shamen King by Hiroyuki
Shamen can integrate with ghosts an

spirits. Although these are manga comics, it
with a cross-section of horr

from beyond the gravefi¢anni

I set up a horror ¢ u
Small Mouth as
intentionally ‘no

g Big Eyes,

characters were

ble. My game was
ssession, an unwilling
k. What I ended up with
of manga spirit battles and
a character died during a spirit
ied in real life. The possessing spirit

es and their souls; if they live, they would be
e; if they failed they die, and their soul goes to
ell to suffer the spirit’s torment in its place.

The game went through a phase of disbelief;
this must be some prank, then discovery. These
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were not the first victims, and their lifeless bodies
were still in the seats where they died or hiding in
closets and behind bins.

I then played out the first spirit battle, a powerful
demon against a pharmacist called Himari. Sh
didn’t last long, and the other characters ¢
her body twisting and writhing as the éatt
place. While Himari fought in angou
experience above her friends and h

After the fight and death of Him
the pressure off and let the characters

their location, they tried pe, but doors
and windows slam sh logked, isolating
them. They tried to sheut fo , but the public
address system s 1 out music to drown

out their voic

anyone had got out alive, that would have

en the end of the game. The prize was their life.

When they didn’t, that was the other possible, and
more likely, outcome.

The self-contained nature of the game made
the possibility of the character’s deaths very real.
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It also focused the mind on the here and now, not
on plans for the character’s future.

Nothing stops you from carrying on a game if
the characters survive and you want to play on, but
you are not committed by starting with a limited

N\

scope game.

4
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9. PARTIAL INFORMATION

ocked in afiganciens, reference library, I
pored oy€r an old occult text. After hours
of study,dhhad fimally grasped the ritual to

summonfhestar vapipire.

Therewas nothing now to stop me from waiting
for'the appoihted day and carrying out the ritual.

‘Lhat'probably sounds like successful research
until Wou hear that the rituals for binding and
cedtrolling a star vampire were not in the volume

I had studied.

It is a cliché that a little knowledge is a
dangerous thing. But, that is a cliché that you can
play upon by giving your characters the correct but
incomplete answers.
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If you are a GM who likes to prep in detail,
you can decide what knowledge the characters can
learn and break it into smaller pieces. Then you
can scatter these nuggets across different NPCs,
locations, and tomes.

Partial information can shatter your player
characters’ confidence once they realize @t t
only have part of an answer. How cangyo
something that you know maybe i
Information comes in many forms.

are doing by giving the

first-person accounts o

¢ very thing that endangers them. Cults
’t truly understand what they are dabbling

h are another source of partial and possibly
accurate information.

Normally, a thinking party of characters will
research, formulate a plan, and execute it. Instead,
with partial information, what you are doing is
letting them build their p3lgn on shaky foundations.



10. BOND WITH THE NPCS

find really e@sy to d@ in solo play, and play by

It could be justsfiie;, but this is something that I
post, but exttemely/difficult in group play.

Gettinng player characters to bond with your
NPUs 1s teally powerful in horror genre games. If
the‘charactetrsy or the players, do not care about an
NPC, their death or threats against them are just
afiothesn digit on the body count.

When the characters care, that is when it
becomes personal.

Game system selection for running your horror
game can make this easier or harder. For example,
the Year Zero Engine games, like Mutant Year,
Zero, Vaesen, and Forbidden LLands, have bonds
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between characters as part of character creation.

Fiasco is all about relationships, and they are
key to the way the game is played.

GURPS and Hero System also build
relationships into character creation.

The king of the hill in this respect 3D
Green. In a Delta Green game, you
NPCs are a vital outlet for the ment
your character will inevitably suffer. Yo
new bonds with other agents, but this will di

to

your bonds with friends and family, Arc Dream,
the publishers of Delta,Gree nderstood
the importance of bon al people to a

player character.

An NPC that

powerful motivator.

acters care about is a

gh blacksmith going

Once you have the connection, you can use
to amplify the horror by creating dilemmas or
dividing loyalties.

Players are not going to bond with mediocre
NPCs that mean nothing to them. It is the GM’s
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job to create NPCs that the characters can grow
attached to.

This is about listening to your players and trying
to identify with what they are looking for. Then,
what do they respond to?

Before you try and run your next“herro
game, try threatening a few incidentaléNPC
see what sort of response you ge

if a character is trying to hook u

and showering
their actions. Once

being seen as heroic. That
o their nice feelings.

top of this chapter, I said that I found
he characters care about NPCs was easier
o and play by post games.

The reason for this is different in each format.
In a solo game, it helps to have fewer NPCs but to
make them more recurring. This helps make the
world feel more persistent. As you create NPCs on
the fly, creating many NPCs can take up a lot of
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time. Reusing NPCs takes less time and are easier
to get into character.

You can adopt persistent NPCs into group
games. Reduce the number of NPCs that you
create and reuse them. Once the players know
their names, they are part way towards casing
about them. Pe

With play by post, the difference
the detailing. When you write your

you have as much time as you want to cr
actions. I always encourage players to tell me

example, if they are givin
a course of action, a

jectives to an NPC, and each time they interact,

and add one additional piece of description,
inspired by those adjectives. The adjectives serve
as an anchor point. It keeps the NPC consistent.
The adjectives may change over time, but they
should only change based upon the character’s
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actions or a major plot device.

The goal is to make these NPCs easier to
picture for the players.

I had an NPC that was based loosely on my
own grandmother. She [the NPC] owned a baker
bu

and general store. It was the usual plac
rations before heading into the wilderdiess.
time the party bought rations, sheftwo uie
say to the party wizard that she ha
sandwich in his rations.

t an ra

Much later in the gam party caught a
thief sneaking out the bac bakery with the
store’s takings. The ective response from the
party was immediate a n itional. All for

the sake of an d . I believe that this
taps into the id

ot that lit
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11. BE LESS SUPERHEROIC
t your charactersg@an,carvéytheir way through
Ian army of goblins and slay dragons before
brunch, the chances of scaring them with a
creaky windgw shutterofi a still night are slim.

The genttal characters'in horror movies and
books“ate often) flawed and frequently normal
pebple, justlike you and me.

That seémblance of normality helps reinforce
thatith€se horrible things could happen to you.

Operation White Box is a WWII game with the
original D&D rules at its core. It would make no
sense to have a 10™ level infantryman with 90 hit
points that could be shot forty times and seemingly
not even feel it. The way the game handles it is to
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define three different levels of realism. A realistic
game gives a character just 1d6 hit points. At the
opposite end, they get 1d20 for a Hollywood

action movie level of survivability.

By makinga point of how character survivability,

changes the nature of the game, the G as t
make that choice, and the players un%rsta I
you have 1d6 hit points and a mac b

an

ihe
can do 3-8 [d6+2] damage, you do e
shot. More than that, every firefig go 1fto

carries a real risk of death.

The game is capped a el, so although
you can get more oi h &perience, the
danger is still there.

se levels do not have the
ation. One of the oldest
aveler| does not make you

etproof regardless of how

Caution is the first step towards fear.

I am not saying that you cannot run horror in
D&D, but I am saying that it gets extremely hard
in game systems where characters are of heroic
proportions. This often goes hand in hand with

43



games that use levels. Low-level characters are
probably quite fragile, which is fine; high-level
characters are often very robust and not easily
scared.

Picking your game system is just like picking
the right tool for any job. You can put in sczews
with a hammer, but using a screwdriver will pr

to be the better option in the long run. \

(Q‘b"
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12. OVERCOME CHARACTER

FLAWS

The hotgor in this, game style comes from
limiting the chafacter’s options until their
ofily cheice's,the thing they fear they will

fail aggear of failure 18)a powerful motivator.

This cameup in a game I was playing recently.
The sctup will sound familiar. The party had all
the fighters in the front row to serve as a shield,
and/behind that was the wizard hurling spells from
a safe distance.

Arrayed against them were ghouls and ghasts,
and behind that I believe it was a spined devil.

The battle commenced, and it swung from one
side to the other. The characters had the upper hand
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until a couple of key fighters were paralyzed, then
the odds swung against them. Finally, a few lucky
rounds and the odds when back in the character’s
favor. As the end of the fight approached, only
two figures remained. The wizard and the devil.
The wizard only had his dagger and a firebolt

cantrip; the devil was immune to fire.

The wizard drew his knife and advaneed

The wizard’s player was not feeling
confident at that moment. Unfortunately, t
was true for all the players as they had to sit
watch the fight’s outcome.

A wizard without ic nof being very good
at fighting is not really a chataeter flaw, but it does
highlight the point.

Overcoming fl llenging for players

who norma ay to their strengths.
Thi orks™ really well in games
where is some form of tempter or

at they offer needs to be resisted,
cter may fall under their power or be
b to them.

Characters with faults or weaknesses that the
ayer chose for themselves are often the best
to exploit. For example, I had a character in a
Coriolis game that had been horribly burned as a
teenager. Since then, they have had a fear of open
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flames. The adventure’s villain was a mystic and
mind reader and knew of my weakness. When I
had them cornered, they held a simple candle to
a wall hanging and burst into flames. The mystic
pulled it down, so it landed on the floor between
us, setting light to cushions and rugs.

All the time the fire was there, it k"3 n“ever
description and drove the “What
question at the heart of all rolepla

A weakness is not a weakness if it do
up in the game. Horror games are the ‘perfect

time to use these weaknes ur villain is in a
position to leverag m.

(O‘Zr
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HORROR

orror games, and'movies, have a rhythm.

There are many different styles of horror,

body heosror<the chest-bursting scene
in Alienjf"slasher “moviesy zombie apocalypses,
huntedy[Blair“Witch Project], and psychological
[Silence 0f, the lambs] to name a few.

Hachhof these examples has periods of calm.
The characters are allowed to recover, then
thoutiting tension in a repeating cycle. Each cycle
has the recovery get shorter, and the tension gets
greatet.

You want to emulate this cycle in your horror
games. If you cannot complete a game in a single
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session, then end the game after a period of
tension and at the start of a quiet period.

I ran a game with a classic haunted house. There
was a sense of general mounting weirdness during
the days, but the spirits resented the character
being in the house overnight. This was the
day and night. Each day, the spirits be$me
more emboldened, and more thi start

)

happen. It progressed from what c e

of as ‘you are not welcome here’ ors
draws jamming shut and things the cters
moved from their proper s pearing where
they had come from, to hostility of a
poltergeist.

The increasing ortened the feeling

§ 2 more active threat. The
and blankets were used to

spirits tried to possess one of the
and have them kill the others. The third

On the first day, the spirits wanted the characters
to leave; they were locked in and not allowed to
leave from the second day.

Taking the pressure off the characters makes
it feel worse when you pile the pressure back on.
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The contrast heightens the difference.

Constant pressure overloads the players, and
they will become desensitized to it, and those
scenes will lose their power. It is a bit like a bad
slasher movie. After the first 10 minutes, you have

d

seen every possible novel use for a chainsaw,
then it is just repetition. You want to avg'd t

ca(

ase,

feeling of repetition. You are trying t
characters, not bore them.

There are four different kinds of feat.
Dread, Terror and Horror.

You can step up an ogression.

Do not skip the uneas e.Thigds where you
get to play with the playe ectations. At this
point the players do at is ahead in the
adventure. You ca ost subtle of effects

he goal of the unease
stage is eny anything, but there

is defr

vledge of what happened to other victims in
e past, but not how or why it happened.

Terror happens the moment before the big
reveal. The characters know for certain what will
happen and that it is definitely going to happen.
They are just waiting for it to happen. This is
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probably the height of fear that we can manage in
a roleplaying game.

Terror can be maintained for quite long periods
if the characters can avoid the bad thing happening,
There is a cliché, “You can run, but you canno
hide.” That sums up sustained terror. You
step down from terror to dread, maybe th€isun
rises, and the characters get to live atdeastganti
next sunset.

als

Horror is the moment of revela where
ear is
revealed. Horror is gener t-lived. This is
the jump scare as t i
characters. Horror ma

reality, it is a fleeti

everything is known and the source of th

ng s ofit amongst the
’s name, but in

frequently followed
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@ oroup game, I would freeze time for most

party while you play out the fight scene for
sacrificial character. This is a mark of respect
or their sacrifice; they should not have to be
competing for your attention as the others are
fleeing through the dwarven halls.

Games where the combat is long and drawn
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out are not good candidates for the heroic sacrifice
unless your group is happy to just call it. I find
that very dissatisfying, but your group may feel
differently.

Depending on the game, death need not be th
end. This is the case with the Balrog; it wasghe en
of Gandalf the Grey and the return s 1
the White. The important thing is thiat the ret

was not immediate; the party all th al
was dead, so it remained for qui
Without that sense of loss, the sacrific no
meaning,

Not every gam ge as the option for

reincarnation, resurre ising the dead.

e adventure is a one-shot and gets towards

nd of the game, it is similar. If the character

was going to be binned in the next thirty minutes
anyway, there is no real sacrifice.

No value means no horror.

The horror in the heroic sacrifice comes from
the choice being a high-value sacrifice and the
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GM accepting the offer. Many players would hope
to play some kind of fate or fortune point and
somehow survive. That is not the deal that is on
offer here.

For the GM, this is a chance to let rip and use
every possible action for a creature to its maxigaum
effect. A real no-holds-barred fight to the
the character survives, it is because th
it and won it. If they don’t, they have
survival of the party.

Like so many horror tools, this is somet
that you should not overuse, s its impact.

A\
@‘b"
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15. HORROR
COMMUNIECATTOINS

orroggcommugications is a plot device
where you send messages, from beyond
the gtave, to,the characters.

I like two variations of this.

Theyfirst 1s the dead character scenario. If you
hadyjust'Had a heroic sacrifice, you have a player
with 10 character. What you can do is let them
play on as a ghost. The only proviso is that they
cannot communicate with the characters directly.
I encourage the player of the dead character to
be creative in how they attempt to communicate.
Their options will vary depending on the setting
and time period.
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There is something very spooky about getting
an SMS message from a dead friend!

The second version is an NPC that only
communicates from a distance. These could be
emails, SMS, or carrier pigeon. The eerie thing
is that they have knowledge that they shouldn’t
possibly be able to know. There is a scen$n
Matrix where Morpheus directs Thoma
as if he can see everything.

reality. A low-tech version

messages on a wall n
Normally, this is a way o
the characters witho in ew person in the
party.

You can this if you can really
send SM to player! If you are not

essages, you can prepare a
ages in advance and just pass
layer as needed. Prepare many, for

n’t use them all. If you always appear to
ve the right message prepared, the players may
en find that spooky in its own right.

A few very generic messages are also good
to have ready For example, “It’s coming”, “It’s
behind you.”, and “Run now!” are good for many
situations.
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16. HUMANIZE VICTIMS

umaniziggiyeur vietims is about making
your players ‘are about them. This is
differeatto making your characters care

about yo@it NPCs“bécause you will never get to

play aqdead body:

Iplay in agegular 5e game via Fantasy Grounds.
The GM removes the tokens of anything dead to
simplify the battleground. At the end of the battle,
thet€ 1s just us. What the characters should see is
bodies strewn around and piles of viscera from
terrible wounds. Instead, what we get is a cave
floor clean enough to eat your dinner off.

We care so little about the bodies that they
simply cease to exist.
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You need your characters to care so much
about the victims in your horror games that each
one is personal.

How you can approach that is to start with
their description. Put the killing blow on the
hidden side. If they had their throat ripped outby
a werewolf, have them lying face down, be
arm folded under their head, as if slegpingalt is
only when the character turns them o a

wound is obvious.

ck

name on it.

Make sure your victims are all named.
in the 1970s, I had a t-shirt
It was when getting t

ed clothing
i the letters

of your name and sefigo raphics, and they

: ohit in tront of you. This
c one realized that very

while you wait was new.

odern or future settings, take a moment
think about the contents of the victim’s wallet
purse. There could be money and ID, but also
photographs of a spouse or partner and children.

Who identifies a body is important as well. If
a body is identified by a parent or spouse, that
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is a much more powerful emotional scene. The
same body identified by a town guard or sheriff
moves from emotionally powerful to emotional

detachment. Officials have to deal with death daily.

You can pick out elements of a character’
backstory and link them to the victim. For exampl
maybe they were born in the same pl@e, studic
at the same university? Shared some
experiences?

It is tempting to throw emotional k after

emotional hook at your players in an attémpt to
make them care, but if it s too obvious,
the players are morélikely ainst it.

This is a fine line to . But, if you can pull it
off, the impacto thigimassively magnified.

(o‘b"
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17. EMPHASISESENSATIONS

e frequeatlyy, priocitize vision in
roleplayifig. Fifst, we describe what
charactetsycan see, describing scenes

and distanced. The secofid most used sense is that
of hearing@Horror'games demand more.

Welcommonly think of humans as having five
sefises. We actually have many more than that, but
in games, we rarely ever even make strong use of

alltfive.

Horror 1s rife with sensory cliches. Footsteps
heard from rooms above, the sound of creaking
doors opening or closing, a child’s rocking horse
starting to move of its own accord. Then you have
the temperature drops as spirits enter a room, and
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we talk of the damp of the grave. Demonic horror
uses the smell of sulfur or brimstone.

I recommend using more sensory information
in your horror games. For every location, NPC
or event, consider three different senses and not
how the characters will experience it.

You do not have to immediatel§ desefibe
everything with all these senses, butffee

as the scene plays out. For example
wear too much perfume? It could be t
smell of decay, but whatever the reason, itavould
be immediately obvious i ntered inside a
building, Are their Rands o tlie touch? That
is unlikely to be nott shake hands
or offer a gallic ki breathe with a very

slight rattle, asf d to clear their throat?

°r a sudden temperature
out from the corners of

extra layer of sensory information exists
mphasize the unease stage in the horror
rhythm. A strange smell or strange damp patches
do not give anything explicit away, but they clearly
signpost that something is definitely not right!

I was running a game, and the character latched
on to the fact that the smell of roses presaged the
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apparition. This then became central to all the plans
to deal with the ghost. Was this intended as part
of the plot? No, it wasn’t, but it gave the character
something to work with. As the relationship with
the ghost changed, and it felt more threatened, I
changed the scent to that distinctive smell of hot

metal and oil.

This signposted to the character tha
fundamental had changed, and not fo

This approach of emphasizing the othe
is so powerful in horror because one of

unnatural, but it doesn’t reyeal what it is.
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18. ASK THE'ORACLE

t you are familiamwithiselo play, you will know

exactly what I meaqby an oracle. However, if

you are not@solo player, an oracle may need
some explanation.

Af 1tsmost basic, ‘oracles answer questions.
Oragle answess require interpretation, just as the
Oracle"0f Delphi was known for giving obscure
afiswers, to penitent’s questions.

In most solo roleplaying games, you roll a dice,
and depending on the result, you get a yes or no
answet.

Like many rolls in RPGs, you can add modifiers
to bias the result towards yes or no.
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Oracles are not normally purely binary. If
you were using a do6, for example, a 1 could be
an emphatic no. A 3 could be a barely negative, 4
would be barely positive, and 6 would be a really
strong yes. 2 and 5 would just be regular no and
yes answers.

Now when you form a question and 1311 y

N\

It helps because you can abdicate control@ver
the villain to the dice. Not ey u will know
what it is going to do next.

dice, you have six possible answers.

How does this help you run a horro

If your characters cr a and start a
seance, they ask, “Is bo

: %
C

obvious answer, but press on
ask, “Is the spirit of Vladamir here?”

re?” you roll the
ive result. What does

séance and screams at the characters!

One of the secrets to using an oracle is to have
in your mind what both yes and no answers will
look like before you roll the dice. This can help
prevent you from being completely stumped by an
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unexpected answer.

The standard yes and no, the 2 and 5 on our
do, are the most common sense things that could
answer that question. The more emphatic or
softened answers are variations on those mos
COMMON Sense answers.

If you are running a ghost using thighech
it is worth you creating a list of
advance. The players will soon reali
rolling a d6 every time they ask a que

the ghost; if they think it is entirely randomy’it will
lose some of its mystery. other hand, if
you have a list of a Kundre oll§ prepared, you
can just tick off a ro it and give your

answer.

or demon is controlled

d locations, asking the questions you think
haracter may ask, and seeing what you come
up with.
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19. META-GAMING EEAR

ne of the biggest tugh-offs about games
like Call fof Cthulhu or the myriad
variations\on the theme is when the GM

is directed tofinflict a mefital health condition on
a charactess

Thete are two,issues with this for me. The first
isgaking ‘away player agency. The whole premise
of goleplaying is that the player controls their
character. So if the GM steps in and says, now you
have®o behave like this... you are taking away the
whole point of playing your own character.

The second issue is inexperience. If I have
never been pyrophobic, how can I play a character
that 1s, especially if there is a chance that someone
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around the table may well have been trapped by
fire or been caught in a fire. They may well know
exactly what it is like, and my bad attempts at
playing it may well be offensive or even demeaning;

I suggest that when your rules say to inflic
this kind of mental harm on the characger, th
you discuss it at the table. As long assthe e

knows what caused the harm, and effect, t

are much more likely to develop go
that effect. It may not be what the m table
is still

ystoypla

in the rules said, but this way, your pla
playing their character in thei way.

n®t the same as,
layer is still in
, and the charactet’s

ave fear game mechanics, D&D
ell, Rolemaster has resistance rolls

the other hand, if you tell the player your character
has failed their Terror resistance roll, the sight of
the dragon fills you with terror; what do you do?
You let the player decide their character’s actions.

The goal in running a horror game is to get
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the players to play their characters as they pass
through the different stages of fear. Getting them
on board and letting them play characters that are
scared will make your horror games all the better.

N\

4
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20. SHOW THE

CONSEQUENEES

Il actions havet@ensequences. In most
AD&Dstyle games; dthe characters just

walk dWay from them and never have to
deal with the fall'out of their actions.

I was playing the Index Card RPG. Like many
games, it uses the 5-Room Dungeon format for
adventure. 5>-Room Dungeons do not need to be
dufigeons; nor do they need rooms.

The idea of a 5-Room Dungeon is that it gives
you a structure from plot hook through to a final
conflict and resolution.

Index Card RPG adds an extra step, and that is
to return the character to their starting point.

Suppose your village was being terrorized by a
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necromancer. Your adventures see you bring the
necromancer down and free the village from the
threat when you return home. In that case, you will
see the consequences of your actions, the village
free from oppression, and you being heralded as
a hero.

If things do not go so well, the conse@len
of your actions could be an enraged negromancer
sending wave after wave of reanima or
into the village until no one is left aliv suc
a good outcome.

Consequences anchor the

ences that you can
as [above] are built
horns of a dilemma

yers with a dilemma, you will
y know the consequences. You want

This  suggestion is about unforeseen
nsequences.

Alien RPG is another 5-Room Dungeon based
game. Here they rename them Prolog, Act I, Act
II, Act III, and Epilog, but it is still a 5-Room
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Dungeon under the skin. Rather than suggesting
the characters return to the beginning to see the
consequences of their actions, Alien RPG wraps
it into the Epilog, capping it off with the last entry
of the doomed crew or team in a ‘captains log’ or

officers dispatch.

If your characters start shooting off‘un >
about where the bullets go that miss their,
targets? If they cast out a demon,
go? Back to hell, or is it looking fo

another victim?

If the demon kno
hands, might it
glory? Literall

ome back to haunt the
ish a2 demon, then the host

of logic to their own conclusion?
be very good at reaching the ‘wrong’
ions, especially if they have been touched
il. I could imagine someone knowing that
cmons now exist and that hell exists may well
assume that all the bad things in the world are the
devil’s fault. Those that seem to have extremely
easy lives have probably sold out or done a deal
with the devil. Therefore it is logical to assume
that all the billionaires in the wotld are in league
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with the devil. You now have an NPC about to
launch their own crusade against the richest 0.1%
of the world’s industrialists.

Another NPC in the same situation may
assume that everything that has ever gone wrong
for them was the fault of demons and blamegthe
local church minister for not protecting t}gn.

\
\Qz
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21. OUT OF TIME
utting timegpfessuréion your players takes
Paway options. There is a very nice game
mechanie that does this very simply and

is quite géod at diseGhicerting players at the same
time.

I'have been using drama pools in solo games
for scveral years, but I recently saw them as a
gbrencame mechanic in the WOIN system by
EN/Publishing, the game behind Judge Dredd,
Strontium Dogs, and Rogue Trooper.

A drama pool is a random countdown to an
event. You first decide what the event is going to
be. It could be opening the gates to hell; it could be
that the possessed person’s body gives out under
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stress. Any event can have a drama pool as long as
it may happen at any time. An event that is going
to happen at a fixed point is not suitable. The 4"
of July celebrations are not a good candidate for
a drama pool. Discovering the ritual to open the
hell mouth is.

Now you have your event you creatga
pool. The bigger the pool the less likelythe gvent
is going to happen. Pools between 1 &

will cover most situations.

At each step, that could be a time intervali’or

a way point in a quest, any def; pint, you roll
the entire pool of dices nd ona6
you discard from the pool: nefthe pool will
shrink as dice are dis . When the last die is

you co the dice forever and not get a six.
t random rolls work. A six dice

his uncertainty that adds to the fear factor
characters. They do not know how long they
ave, how many mistakes they can afford to make.

It is also always disconcerting to hear the GM
throwing a lot of dice behind the screen.

74



A mean GM may put the dice pool in full
view, roll it in the open and make it obvious when
discarding dice. This way, the players can see the
diminishing pool of dice, even if they do not
know what they are for. They will assume that it is
nothing good.

Mork Borg has a similar scheme. The Prme
played during the end of times. Youddeci

many steps there are between now
of the world. At the start of each d

herald the second co
Ch 5-§].

ible than just ending
im of a dice roll. The
ake the players aware that
ock, but not one that they
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22. WOUNDS ON, THEBODY
hisis a simple Giing teiek if you are playing
a body horrar or slasher-style horror game.
When, youhdesétribe the wounds and

injuries, focus on ‘the wound on the body, not what
has hit the flger.

If semecone” loses a hand, a surprisingly
éommon oepurrence in Rolemaster games, don’t
wofty apéut the hand, but describe the bloody
stuhips

As humans, we will always focus on the
person; once something is cut off, it becomes less
important.

If the body is lying in a pool of their own blood,
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make sure you describe the unnatural paleness of
their skin from where they bled out. Describe the
wound that caused the loss of blood in the first
place, and describe the blood matting their hair.
Blood on the body is a lot more horrifying than a
pool of blood on the floor.

Strangely, the same trick can be use en
describing your monsters. Don’t describe th

as a whole; think about what woul
and describe those parts in greater
most evocative language you can.

d teally exist in nature;
they just do not extend

u focus on the claws of ripping beasts or
Iripping saliva of a werewolf prowling back
forth, looking for an opening to lunge in. We
can all imagine what a werewolf looks like. Your
job as GM is to breathe life into these monsters
and make them real.

and
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23. LAST THOUGHTS

systems that support the style of horror that I
wanted to expetience. Some do a great job in
supporting the GM; othiers, not so much.

Ihave played manydifferentcames looking for

Thete 1s'only so much that the rules in the book
can doto creatéythat atmosphere. The rest has to
cofiie fromyyou, the GM.

Hormrér gaming is fraught with dangers. It,
by aecessity, deals with dark themes and bad
experiences. We have to be constantly aware that
we may be having an unintentional effect on
any of our players. Gaining consent once at the
beginning of the game is not enough; you need
to check in with your players at the end of each
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session and make sure they are still okay with how
the game is going,

A lot of horror games fall into two schools,
Cosmic Horror and Vampires.

I am guessing that those are franchises that se
many games, but there is a lot more to th
genre than just those two.

Alien RPG does a good job a
movie franchise to life. The Storyte
Onyx Path, Vampire, Werewolf, and Chr es of
Darkness are good systems of my favorite
horror systems is Datk Str arker Secrets.

)840

You will notice tha not feature on

this list of game e is great at what it

ord and sorcery high adventure.
not swork so well for horror

art of the problem with D&D is that D&D
players are trained to solve most problems at the
end of a sword. Killing monsters is the way to
advance your character and get more powerful.
Killing monsters and taking their stuff is the way
to get more powerful and rich.
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