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CONTENT NOTES

SAFETY TOOLS

Playing a tabletop roleplaying game is usually fun, but there can be
moments of stress and fear and uncertainty. These can oftentimes be good:
tension is good for any story, and moments of difficulty will make your
game a more rewarding experience.

That said, it’s important that you, both players and GMs (and
audience members, if you have them), all feel safe at the table. Making
certain that everyone still feels comfortable and secure—even during those
moments of intensity—is more important whatever game you're playing.

We have two main safety tools to recommend; there are many
more out there and we encourage you to do your own research, but these
two are robust and reliable.

Lines & Veils

Lines & veils are two kinds of limits in the game.

Lines are not to be crossed: anything designated as a line will
not come up in game. They are places and topics that the game will not go.

Veils are things that, while they can come up in-game, will be
“panned away” from, or “fade-to-black” moments. Veiled moments are
things that happen in the story of the game, but don’t get a spotlight or
significant screentime. They can be dealt with, but avoid graphic details.

Lines and veils both should be discussed before play begins:
give all players at the table a chance to declare them before the moment
might arise. It’s a chance to let everyone decide how comfortable they are
ahead of time.

The X-Card

The X-Card is an optional tool created by John Stavropoulos that
allows anyone in your game (including you, the GM) to edits6ut any
content anyone is uncomfortable with as you play. Since most RPGs‘are
improvisational and we won’t know what will happen until it happens, it’s
possible the game will go in a direction people don’t wanfsAn X-Card is a
simple tool to fix problems as they arise.

To use, at the start of your game, simply say:

“I'd like your help. Your help to make this game fun for everyone. If.
anything makes anyone uncomfortable in any way... [draw X.on an index
card] ...just lift this card up, or simplydapit{place card at the center of the
table]. You don’t have to explain why. It doesw’t matter why. Whenwe lift
or tap this card, we simply edit out anything X-Carded. And if there is ever
an issue, anyone can call fop@a break and we can talk privately. I know it
sounds funny but it will help us play. amazing games together and usually
I'm the one who uses the X cardto protect myself from all of you! Please
help make this gameffiimfor everyone. Thank you!”

CONTENT WARNINGS

dhiecontent of'the West Marche§ as a format does not significantly deviate
from that of the bas¢ game. There will be wilderness to explore, dungeons
to delve, monsters to slay, friends to acquaint, and treasure to be unearthed.

Itsilikely, however, that the West Marches will be perhaps more
grimthan an ordinary game. Friends will likely be fewer and farther between,
the wilds will be more precarious, and the chances of losing allies will be
higher. Violence, Stréss, certain horrors, and foul language are quite common.

If any of that is likely to make you or your players uncomfortable,
it’s worth hayinga frank discussion ahead of time about expectations for the
ganieaUsing the aforementioned safety tools will certainly help, and a GM
can certainly bend and shift the tone of the game, but it will not be easy.

If it turns out that someone at the table doesn’t want to play
given the content of the game, that’s fine! Far better to have them realize
that a game is not for them and be able to make a graceful exit than to get in
deep and have to back out.

If you realize that this game isn’t for you, don’t feel bad for a
moment about not playing. The West Marches is a very specific game, and
is certainly not for everyone

RACISM & COLONIALISM

Since its inception in the ‘70s, the base game itself has had profound issues
surrounding racism and the colonialist mindset. Fifth Edition_has done
little to mitigate these issues, and if anything, the West Marchés only make
the longstanding rot more visible.

What does it mean to have a colonialist mindset? Considex; for a
moment, the basic act of an adventure. You, the adventurer, travelffar from
home, break into a fortified location, kill or drive out its inhabitants, and
then take everything of value they own. Afterwardsyyou return home, rich
and wealthy, and are lauded as héroes.

You see how thisanight be am issue? It’s‘only'compounded by
the fact that the game’s reWard systems inherently push you towards this
sort of behavior: by default, the most prominent means'to advance your
characters are through combat,avhere you must defeat creatures, typically
by killing them.

Now, granted,4t’s one thing to fight off dragons, beasts, and
demons. They are more or less universally villainous, and the players can
usually observe them being greedy, heartless, murderous monsters.

However, it’s entirely another when the villains are people.
Consider drow, duergar, orcs, goblins: the standing mythology that the
game is builompresents them as fully sentient, and often organized into
fully-fledged societies, Whether or not your specific style of managing the
game/as a GM explores the marginalization of these societies in thought-
provoking playsthe mechanics and language that comprise the fiber of
the game itself presents them as villains. Reading the rules as they are laid
down, the game generalizes villainy and evil to entire groups of people, and
that theirmutder and.¢onquest is most always justified.

This is racist.

A good GM can solve a lot of this, yes. They can remove racial
stat'modifiers, they can build a complex and nuanced world with myriad
people; andythey can emphasize empathy, compassion, and community-
building.

The challenge is that the rules, as written, will be fighting
that GM at practically every turn along the way. It’s impossible not to
acknowledge the damaging, dehumanizing elements of the game as it is
currently written. The game is one that analogs existing racist attitudes in
real life; though thisisn’t a problemin itself, by the nature of its construction
it rewards those that take these exploitative and colonialist behaviors to the
extreme.

All that said, the game is extremely fun. It brings a great deal of

imagination, creativity, and joy to thousands—if not millions—of people.
You can and should continue to enjoy the game, even with all of its flaws.
But you must acknowledge those flaws.
In the West Marches, you will travel to a distant, uncharted land in search
of fame, glory, and riches. Even if the Marches are solely inhabited by
the most despicable of all creatures, foul devils and shambling undead
and otherworldly aberrations, characters in the West Marches are not
inherently heroic.

True heroism comes from reforming and advancing the existing
systems of society to make significant changes that benefit everyone,
including the marginalized and oppressed. Slaying dragons and looting
tombs is fun, but don’t make the mistake of allowing the spirit of adventure
to dull your sensibilities to the deeper questions that prod endemically at
the seams of the game.



Oreetings and Salutations,

My name is Isicion, the Black Drea’, and fHeve in
your fands you £ol8 my EnchiciSion, the sum total
of alf my RnowleSge ofmy Somain. In your tongue,
this vegion is Rnown as the SDest Mavchhes, and it
fas Been the object of Sesive fot many a feco.

AW the tales you Have been ol ave true: the
Marches ave Hharsh, brutal, unforgibing, callous,
and ﬁﬂ’cs with riches Beyon your wildest Sreams.
This was once a fand of gods and fhevoes, and now
it (ies in cuins.

Cyvery aSventurer, every treasure Hhunter, every
6opeful’ﬁ¢w that fHas come to the Marches Has

aileS. Srozen, starwed, Srowmed, Secapitates,
BoileS, Sissovles, ptttiftcs, cuesed, infcctes, toen to
sfjeeds, ov stabBbed in the Back 6y a comraSe—every
single aSventuver meets theic fafc.

Lox the past few centuries, J enjoned my ¢asy
Sominance, my unquestioned conquest. But
now, as Y grow ofSer and wiser, I seck a new

challenge. I8le wanSerers and foo&’ﬁat‘o’y ceusaders T

grow weary, as o petty scholars and waywayd
scavengers. I have slain and tovtured cach) ton times
over, and now J grosw BoreS.

It is for this veason that you now see niy)
enchiciSion ﬁefote you. It is fhewe fo insteuctyou,
to train you, to guie youy Hands and eyes in the
ways oftﬁe Marches. Jhave a need qfa new class
of fievo, one fotgcs in ﬁfoos.g?}s steel, afjevo that
can match the chocity of the Marches.
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Jtismy ﬁoggﬂ%tﬁa : ﬁm 508 will vise to the
gecasion. That yon will a&% Bitter peaks and

(¢ '{i&i’ﬁaf you will Selve into
e Ixsgmngctt 35€ secrets, and slay mighty
3 Eﬁa%fo,u Will ot mevely survive in the
uf pill teuly come to thrive within its

Ans that one Say, you will come and face me, that
I will fmaﬂ’y fave a worthy foe whose skulls J will
take no small pleasuce in Boiling.

—JIsicion, the Black Dread

S’ f
sgvoov(.’ My name’s otrok, and 9'm the

: %;SMIDWSW%@: %JS M@.d’oéﬁ .

197y, and Then boil the skin off
el That woulddn "t be ver,

MWKMM'?LD WD‘”{M/C@ MQS@%&AM
¢ you knew who 9 was. Bye now !
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Blue Sidebars

Blue sidebars are here to explicate topics further; they’re a chance for us
Dom & Sam, to say “here is exactly what this means and why we did it.’)’
They’re usually around tricky or unusual concepts, or else trying to explain
some particularly decision we made in the design process.

You should read them your first time through.

Green Sidebars

Green sidebars exist to give suggestions and advice on making the game your
own. They offer possibilities for hacking, adjustments, and modifications to
the game; green sidebars are us, Dom & Sam, saying “if we were going to
change the game, here is how we would do it.”

You should read them as you build your Marches.

Red Sidebars

Red sidebars are direct advice to you, the GM. They’re suggestions
guidance, rules of thumb, and hard points you need to be sure to do or no;
do. Red sidebars are us, Dom & Sam, telling you “here is something that
you absolutely should make sure to do (or not do).”

You should read them as you get ready to run at the table.




WHAT IS THIS BOOK?

Izirion’s Enchiridion of the West Marches is a book that provides you and
your table with all of the tools necessary to run a game in the style of the
West Marches, which is a close variant of the West Marches, originally
devised by Ben Robbins around the year 2000.

Within this book, there are rules to add into your game: systems
for governing weather and travel and special NPCs and more. It’s important
to note that these systems are not content. They aren’t encounters or
monsters or scenarios, but rules that adjudicate parts of the game that
previously lacked mechanical detail. The rules that deal with wilderness
survival, for example, add complexity and depth such that players must now
make critical decisions while weighing risk and reward when travelling,
much as they would in combat.

These rules are GM-facing; they’ll affect the players for sure, but
will most often take the form of systemic challenges that players will have
to react to or overcome rather than deploy directly. It’s helpful for players
to know, and it’s encouraged for players to familiarize themselves with the
broad strokes of these rules, but you should feel free to teach them as play
occurs, rather than beforehand.

In addition to rules, this book contains a number of guidelines,
principles, and toolsets for creating content. A lot of this content is built
into the world: regions, dungeons, NPCs, encounters, that sort of thing.
For creating these, this book contains numerous tables, charts, and step-
by-step guides, so you can easily create excellent content for your players.

Some of the guides, however, are a little less tangible. They
cover more philosophical and theoretical content, delving into narrative,
design, emotion, aesthetics, and more. These have less concrete step=by-
step instructions, and instead provide you with insight and advice to weigh
and consider.

Finally, the book also includes a collection of suggestions, rules
tweaks, and modifications from the base game to the West MarchessThis
tackles stuff like encumbrance and carry weight, making mess kits actually
helpful, and sorting out vague background features. It also in€ludes a little
player-facing content, like new feats!

In many ways, this book is primarily for GMs, but\it has a fair
amount of player-facing rules as well. You can expect to use it asisuch.

HISTORY OF THE WEST/MARCHES

Around the year 2000, a game designer by the name of BenmiRobbins began
running a game of 3rd Edition called the.West Marches. It was, in his own
words, the diametric opposite of anfordinary'.game. It had no setmeeting
time, no regular party, and no regalar plot.

Instead, there wasd@hpool of about 10-15 players, they formed
their own parties and set their own times, and they explored where they
chose. It was dangerous, gritty, and harkened back'to the old days of the
game, back to B/X (despite playing Third Edition), when things were a
little less heroic and little more deadly.

Singé then, the West Marches asra format has always been
popular among the comniunity. Thousands of games in the style have been
attempted, and significantly fewer havé actually succeeded in doing so. Not
none, certainly, but fewer than the number attempted.

Our hopéis to providé a baseline from which campaigns can grow.

TWO WARNINGS

Before you embark on a game set in the West Marches, there are two
important pieces of information, two warnings, you should know:

First, @ West Marches game is a lot of work. For the GM and
players alikegmore effort will be demanded than in an ordinary game. For
the'GMirthe Marches demand a layered and complex history, in-depth
maps and environment design, myriad dungeons and encounters, and a
flexible schedule for missions. For players, the Marches demand critical
thinking, map-making, note-taking, risk analysis, social organization, and
a level of proactive engagement most tables do not ask for.

matee sure WW Thauk ws when gou meet
ws. Good lunck MW@*W’%W%'/

Second, a West Marches game excludes certain kinds of campaigns.
Intensely political campaigns, for example, will struggle, as royal courts and
cunning advisors are far and few between in the wilderness of the Marches.
Likewise, any campaign set in the Marches will involve a large.amount of
exploring, travel, resource management, and rough-and-tunible'gameplay:
If this does not sound like your kind of game, you’d best lgok elsewhere.

If either of these turn you off, that’s perfectly okay! Oncefagain,
it’s far better to realize that before th& campaign begins anddmake an
informed decision—if you commit too far, leavingbecomesall the messier.

Likewise, the Marchesdte not all that Fifth Edition or any othes
game has to offer! Many campaigns would have absolutely no use for the
rules, guidelines, and contentfound heréyand that’s fine.

WHY PLAY?

There are three reasons to run a game in the style ofithe West Marches:

Increased Flexibility:

In the West Marches, parties for specific sessions of play are taken from a
larger player roster. That means that not eéveryone has to play at the same
time. No cancelling sessions because a player or two can’t make it, and no
guilt from enlybeing able to play on an irregular basis.
Since“eachindividual player is not necessarily meant to go
on eyery adventdre, the responsibilities of scheduling sessions and
determining who will play in them are largely shifted onto the players
themselves.Provided that an open channel of communication is available
between the GM and allofthe players in the roster, much less coordination
isrequired to find time'to play than a traditional campaign setting demands.

Emergent Narrative

The stories,you can tell in the Marches are like no other in tabletop games.
As you, the players, play the game, the impact of your actions will be felt
far and wide. They will affect the NPC and factions, certainly, but they also
will spread to the other players as well. There is something truly magical
about stumbling upon the site of a battle, corpses and burn marks scattered
around, only to discover the telltale evidence that this was your allies’
doing, rather than your enemies.

The narrative of the West Marches is intrinsically tied to the
mechanics of the game: where you go and what you do as players is the
story. The GM has no preset plot: your fate lies in your hands. Once you
grasp the liberation that comes from wholly determining your own story,
there is nothing else like it.

The Game At Its Fullest

The West Marches are, in many ways, a more complete fulfillment of the
promise of the game. Many spells, abilities, and features that seem weak
or lacking in the base game blossom in the Marches. When you must carry
all of your gear on your back, for example, Strength is vitally important.
Likewise, even the most basic of cantrips, say, mending, become vitally
important: when your rope snaps thirty miles from town, being able to
ensure that it holds secure can become tantamount to survival.

In a lot of ways, the West Marches harken back to the older
days of the game, and embrace its vision more wholeheartedly. This is
not to besmirch more modern attitudes found in Fifth Edition, just that
there perhaps might be something lost in the more bombastic, spectacular
games of today. If you yearn for ancient tombs and bloodthirsty beasts, for
sweeping mountains and haunted woods, for true risk and breathtaking
danger—the Marches are the place for you.

. Do everything my CnchiciSion 3ays and Reep
your wits about you, and you shall fmS that
there is absolutely no need for fuck. The West
Marches ave a place of gritteS teeth) and 6loody
knuckles: So not give in to superstition.
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OVERVIEW OF ELEMENTS

THE GROUP

Unlike an ordinary game, the West Marches have no set party. Instead,
there are a collection of players, referred to as the “player pool.”Bachyef
these players plays a character, all of these characters togethef are"called
the “character roster.” Finally, each individual mission that goes out will be
composed of a party; these are called “mission parties.”

Unlike an ordinary party, there can be well over six players in a
West Marches game. It can easily reach ten, fifteen, even twenty players;
the more players, the more demanding the gamegbut it is entirely doable.
As a rule of thumb, you should expect to run‘about one session for every
five players, per week. Ten to twelve playergis a good starting number.

The Player Pool

The player pool is the group of pﬁyers that play in your West Marches
game. The player pool is wher&mission parties come from. If your player
pool has, say, a dozen players, only a fraction of‘those will be going out
on individual missions, but all dozen‘are players within the West Marches
game as a whole. A a}

The pldyer pool is; like all tablesy a social group. People gather
together to play a game, yes, but at the end of'the day, the game is a social
function.
so than an ordinary game, a West Marches game has intricate,
ex social dynamics. At a regular table, there is a scheduled meeting
time with a standard group of people, making it easy for players to find their
place. It might take a‘few sessions, but there is a reliable social structure to
fall b, ¥ hus most every player will find their particularly social

This i$ not necessarily the case in a West Marches game. Players

levels of experience with the game, different levels

players, and different levels of power as characters.
parties are self-decided, it’s possible that some players will
, overlooked, or left out.

The Marches are a complex beast. As GM, you should keep an
eye on the proceedings; it’s impossible to ensure that everyone is happy
all the time, but there are things you can do to help. If one mission party is
playing together all the time, break them up; if one player is domineering
all missions, have them sit out; if there are serious complaints, take the time
to listen and respond. Remember that the comfort and wellbeing of players
always takes precedence over the game at the table.

So many aSventurers. So much grist fot the mill.

The Character'Roster

The character roster is the collection of player characters that are the main
adventurers in your West Marches game. Where the player pool is the
group of players, the character roster is the group of characters. Mission
parties draw from the character roster, just as they draw from the player
pool.

Ordinary parties of adventurers are united bands of heroes,
bound together by common cause. A character roster can and often does
share a similar unity, but this isn’t always the case. Everyone in the roster
is an adventurer, yes, and they all do traverse out into the wilds of the
Marches, yes, but their reasons for doing so vary wildly.

Some adventurers in the roster are treasure-seekers and fortune-
finders, out for gold and riches; some are questing individuals, looking to
achieve some lofty aim or goal; and some others are refugees or outcasts,
come to the Marches with nowhere else to go.

This disunity, while it can cause contentions, is usually an asset.
It drives characters and missions in different directions, sparks unusual
tensions, and pushes good interpersonal drama. The West Marches are a
strange and varied place, and so it fits that its explorers would be equally
strange and varied.

Mission Parties

As missions are decided, parties to achieve those missions will be formed.
Generally, a mission party should be no less than three people, and no
more than six. If you're confident in your GM’ing ability to provide fun,
engaging, and functional play outside those bounds, feel free to expand
them—but three to six is a good baseline.

How and why mission parties are formed is wholly up to the
players. Perhaps they’re choosing their friends and close confidants for
a tightly-knit group; perhaps they’re choosing the most effective and
uniquely-suited characters for an efficient party; most likely, though,
they’ll choose whoever can play at the same time they can.

If you, the GM, notice that a particular subset of your player
pool has spent several missions in a row together, encourage them to
fragment, to find other players to go out with. Variety is the spice of life,
and so encouraging your players to swap around their mission parties will
keep things interesting.

Once a mission party has been formed, it progresses much like
an ordinary party at an ordinary table. They have different classes and roles,
and have to work together to succeed.



Non-Fifth Edition Systems

While the Enchiridion is written with Fifth Edition in mind, it is still largely
compatible with most fantasy tabletop roleplaying games—particularly
OSR games, which share much of their blood with Fifth Edition, and even
more with its antecedents.

Whether you’re a fresh beginner to Fifth Edition or a veteran
OSR player, we encourage you to broaden your horizons. Read other
systems, take your favorite bits and pieces from them, and then add them
to your game. The Enchiridion, like most OSR and OSR-adjacent books, is
meant to be hacked and modified. You can and should adjust, tweak, and
alter the rules and content found here to be more fitting for your table and
your own Marches.

A more thorough guide to converting Fifth Edition to common
OSR systems can be found in Appendix VI, on page 106.

THE EDGE OF THE MAP

The West Marches themselves are a vast stretch of territory located to the
west of the known world. They are off the edge of every known map, and
are rumored to hold great riches, horrifying monsters, and ancient ruins.
Almost anyone who has ever ventured into the Marches has not returned.

At the eastern edge of the Marches, at the end of the western-
most road, there is a town. This is where the adventure starts, and this is the
place to which every mission will return. The town itself is small, quiet, and
rather boring —there is no adventure there.

To the east lies the Empire: vast, all-encompassing, and
civilized. How your players’ characters lived in the Empire before they
came to the Marches does matter, but don’t waste your time drawinggnaps
or writing lore. Players will fill in the details they need about the Empire,
but it shouldn’t be a point of interest. All that matters is that to the east lies
boredom and retirement, so every adventurer should be looking west.

While nearly everyone who has gone into the Marches has not
returned, there is one exception: about a hundred years ago, a_grotipyef
adventurers did manage to survive, and found riches in the process. These
adventurers are all dead or gone now, as is their map, buf their legacy
endures—the townsfolk might remember them, and their bodies and
equipment might still lie somewhere in the west.

Still, the West Marches are extremely dangerous, Anyone who
ventures out without planning or preparation willisurely perish, and thus
any adventurer that wishes to be successful mast beclever, resourceful, and
willing to take risks. For those who can manage this, however, the Marches
are full of discovery, wealth, and secrets.

Remember, the West MarChes are at their best when players are
in over their heads.

now the base game, regardless

mechanics. Play/in a 2 ynamic of the table works.
Make some d le to design monsters and
magic items fi cra : essions. Gain experience.

While we weak, alter, or replace existing rules

of the content here builds on the core

way a v

! e you go and read those rules, and know them well.
m e here when you’re done.
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THE TOWN

The town is one of the central constructs in a West Marches game: it is the
safe haven that players both leave from and return to. Every mission begins
in the town, and every mission ends at the town. It’s where characters can
safely rest, talk, re-equip, make plans, and decide missions.

The Town’s Safety

The town is always safe. Whether this comes from thick walls, a secluded
location, magical wards, or some other means, it must be true. When the
characters return to town, they must know that no harm may come to them.

Don’t over-worry yourself with the narrative behind this, and
don’t create some highly convoluted reason for it. In all likelihood, the
town is so small and inconsequential that any threat big enough to pose a
threat to the town has no interest in it. Sure, a band of cut-throats might try
the walls every once in a while, but a dozen guards and a stout barricade
will make short work of idle bandits.

If your players ask lots of questions about the town’s defenses
and the narrative consequences therein, take a moment to explain the
mechanical reasoning behind the town’s safety. It’s important for the
adventurers to have a place to return to, and to undermine that place’s
safety will throw the game’s rhythm and progression out of balance. The
town is where they level up, where they resupply, and where they can plan.
Don’t threaten that.

NPCs

In town, there will be a number of friendly NPCs around. At bare
minimum, they should cover the necessities for adventurers: an inn
to pour drinks, a blacksmith to forge weapons and armor, a priest to
and sanctify, and a mage to identify strange magic.

Depending on the size of the town, there might well be more
beyond this; ordinary civilians, other craftspeople, local guards, travelllng
merchants, and more. How many NPCs in town exist beyond the b
up to you.

dered wilderness nonetheless. The wilds are
source of all adventure.

It’s also worth noting that the NPCs in town might
might move on and return to the Empire, the players mig
from the wilds, refugees might find their way to the tow
the town itself is rigid, those that come to it can vary. For
NPCs for the Town, see page 33.

Nothing Wagered, Nothi

It’s vital that there be no adventure to
risk-averse; if there is an option to
will take it. If there is adventure t
that adventure—the relativel venture of the town—
over exploring every time. it must be absolute
that there is nothing to gain fro

If there e A

s themselves are divided; each region will have its own name,
rain, features, and challenge. When players cross the border from one
oion to the next, it should be clear.

Regions are covered in more detail on page 36.

Dungeons

Taken literally, a dungeon is a prison located beneath a castle. In the West
Marches (as in many fantasy roleplaying games), a dungeon simply refers
to an isolated series of chambers or areas that contain encounters and
challenges. Many dungeons are literal dungeons, meaning they are literal
prison systems beneath castles, but they might also be temples, fortresses,
mines, or many other sorts of things.

Dungeons are where most of the monsters, treasure, and
significant challenge can be found in the West Marches. Dungeons are
covered in more detail on page 50.

ture in town, the town would
> spot isn’t actually safe, why

Danger Level

Within a given region or dungeon, it’s important that most encounters
and challenges are of roughly the same level of danger. For combat, this
means that the enemies are of appropriate challenge rating and number;
for exploration, this means that the area is traversable and survivable given
the characters’ resources; for interaction, this means that the challenges
presented are solvable with regards to players’ capabilities and tools.

This is not to say that everything must be “balanced.” Dungeons

often can and should be more dangerous than their surrounding regions,
and having an uneven spread of difficulty across adjacent regions makes
for interesting exploration. A spread of plains can be quite safe for a party
of level 4 characters, but the mountains a few miles northwards might be
deadly.
What is important, however, is to ensure that encounters inside a dungeon
or region are of equivalent danger: if the characters can easily best the first
encounter, they should be confident they can handle the rest. If the first
encounter nearly destroys them, by contrast, it would feel cheap to have
every subsequent encounter be effortless.



MISSIONS

At an ordinary table, players come together each week to play; what
they do during that session is variable, without specific structure beyond
game mechanics. In the West Marches, this is a bit different: each session
comprises one mission, which is a specific objective the player characters
set out to achieve.

Each mission begins with the party leaving town, and each
mission ends with the party returning to town, and entails the party
travelling to some location in the Marches.

. .
Objective

Each mission has its own objective which the player characters attempt to
accomplish. A successful mission is one that succeeds its objective; a failed
mission is that fails it. Deciding mission objectives is wholly the players’
choice; the GM can veto the players’ mission choice if they feel it is not
going to be sufficiently adventurous, but otherwise mission objectives are
solely under player control.

The best missions are ones with a clear, tangible goal. This
includes objectives like “slay the green dragon Skorenag” or “recover the
cursed blade Wormwood,” but it might also include less one-and-done
objectives. “Scout the Isle of Redthorn” and “explore the tunnels beneath
the Lakeside Fortress” are both valid mission objectives; neither has a strict
endpoint, but substantial progress can be completed in a single session,
with the players deciding when to return to town.

What is not a good objective is one that is dependent on the
presumption of adventure without certainty. “Go to the Howling Hills and
explore the first cavern we see” is a bad objective because there may or
may not be caverns in the Howling Hills. Even if the players knew thiere
were caverns in the Hills, it would still be a poor mission objective because
there is no way for the GM to know which cavern the players are going to.
The GM creates content on a mission-by-mission basis, and thus “explore
the first dungeon we see” is asking the GM to come up with all possible
dungeons. There is an implicit promise made when choosing an objective:
the players will work to complete that objective, and not stray off the path
unless the GM says that doing so is alright.

Instead, there is a rhythm to missions: player§ scout out a
region or two and find ‘hooks’ for adventure—things liké'camps of bandits,
ancient ruins, or monster lairs—but do not directly interact with them.
Then, after returning to town, all players are informed about the,various
hooks, and individual missions can be scheduléd to deal with each in'turns
After completing most of the dungeons withina region and accruing more
power, players scout the next region, and the cycle continues.

Time

Missions take time, the question is how much. Early on, when dungeons
and adventure are closer to home, missions will be shorter. As the player
characters explore, they will go further afield, and missions will take longer.
While a group of player characters are out on a mission, they may not go on
other missions, and they may not interact with characters in town.

How time is tracked at your table will influence how long
missions tend to take. In some games, the GM decides whén timie, is
advanced; thus, it’s in the interest of the players to symchronize their
missions and return at roughly the same time. In some other games,fime
advances on a per-mission basis; it’s asstimed that all player chdracters
remain in town while an adventuring party.is out, and thus missions can be
scheduled in any order. And in some games, timeéis tracked according to
real-time, and thus players must @ait:days in reallife to plan their missionst

In the words of Gary Gygax: “You cannot have a meaningful
campaign if strict time recofds’are not kept.” Regardless of how you decide
to advance time in your game, you must be ¢ertain that'the players know
how the rules operate, and then you'must abide by those rules.

As your players'grow used to the passage of time in the game,
there may be special timedd@vents:a cult must perform a ritual before the
next full moon, for example, or an aneient tomb only reveals itself on the
solstice. Adding these events in adds a sense of reality and urgency to the
game, one that forces players to meaningfuliaction.

See Appendix C on page 112%for information on playing the
game in real time.

Schéduling

Along with deciding their ewn mission objectives, players are responsible
for scheduling@ when to meet in-person to play the game. The GM should
provide a rough schedule ahead of time to the players, but after that, all
schedulingis'the dutyof the players.

Why Players Schedule Their Own Sessions
The answeris twofold: first, because players are the ones who decide their
own missions. It’s important they coordinate the players they need, the
abilities and features the mission requires, and the plan of attack for the
mission itself. If the GM was scheduling, it would deprive the players of
some of the freedom to choose their own parties and missions.

Second, the GM will already have their hands full with planning
the Marches, and the players should take some responsibility for the game.




THE MAP

The Marches are vast, wild, and wholly unknown. Because of this, players
are responsible for drawing their own maps of the wilderness. At each
session, players should have a real, paper map in front of them, which
they can alter as they choose, provided they have at least one character
who is mapping while travelling. This map is then carried from session to
session; different players can and should work on it. From time to time,
the GM should digitally copy the map, through photo or scan, and put it
somewhere that all players can see.

By default, the map should be a blank piece of unmarked paper.
Players are responsible for the scale, accuracy, and detail of the map, using
their own wits. If a player character is proficient with cartographer’s tools,
the GM may provide them with graph- or hex-paper and a ruler, but that is
at the GM’s discretion.

As the Marches are explored, the map will likely expand; when
this happens, staple or tape additional pages onto the map, as needed.

When navigating, players must use objective descriptors, such
as “we travel northwards” or “we walk towards that tower we can see.” They
may not simply point to a location on their map and say “we travel here.”
Likewise, the GM should never refer to the map, nor should they directly
confirm locations on the map. NPCs might, from time to time, make
reference to the map or offer suggestions, but this is a rare occurrence.

Navigation is covered in more detail on page 18.

The Shared Subjectivity of the Map

Nothing on the map should ever be confirmed by the GM on the map. It
should remain uncertain, based only on what the players know. Any player
can edit the map, and players are free to erase or draw over what a
exists on the map.

In some cases, the map can serve as a kind of shared record o
log. Players might find it helpful to leave notes, diagrams, or annotations
to the map; all of these are fine. Whatever the players want to add to their
map, they can. Frankly, other than bringing it from session to s
uploading the map once in a while, the GM should never tou

EMERGENT NARRATIVE

By default, there is no preset “story” to the West Marches. There is no
plot, no inciting incident, no direct narrative arc. Rather, the story that is
told over the course of the campaign is that told by the player characters
actions, and their corresponding consequences.

NPCs might ask the player characters to complete tasks
for them, ancient scripts might point to secret treasure, and villainous

campaigns. In time, however, story be
adventurers will find causes, and drama w

However, if you, the GM, attem
plot, some distinct series of eve
t

ruin the narrative. The Marches a

will quash this power.
from the players, and na

e game deliberately. If you play for a while with
like you want to alter them, by all means, go ahead.
rules work for your game, not the other way around.

A goo8 map is more impoctant
than any sword. Vnless you

Have wings, of course. Then it’s
utteely worthiless.
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