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CHAPTERI1

THE BASICS

THE GAME

Blades in the Dark is a game about a group of daring scoundrels building a
criminal enterprise on the haunted streets of an industrial-fantasy city. There
are heists, chases, escapes, dangerous bargains, bloody skirmishes, deceptions,
betrayals, victories, and deaths.

We play to find out if the fledgling crew can thrive amidst the teeming threats of
rival gangs, powerful noble families, vengeful ghosts, the Bluecoats of the City
Watch, and the siren song of the scoundrels’ own vices.

THE SETTING

The game takes place in the cold, foggy city of Doskvol (aka Duskwall or “the
Dusk”). It's industrial in its development. Imagine a world like ours during the
second industrial revolution of the 1870s—there are trains, steam-boats, printing
presses, simple electrical technology, carriages, and the black smog of chimney
smoke everywhere. Doskvol is something like a mashup of Venice, London, and
Prague. It's crowded with row-houses, twisting streets, and criss-crossed with
hundreds of little waterways and bridges.

The city is also a fantasy. The world is in perpetual darkness and haunted by
ghosts—a result of the cataclysm that shattered the sun and broke the Gates
of Death a thousand years ago. The cities of the empire are each encircled by
crackling lightning towers to keep out the vengeful spirits and twisted horrors
of the deathlands. To power these massive barriers, the titanic metal ships of
the leviathan hunters are sent out from Doskvol to extract electroplasmic blood
from massive demonic terrors upon the ink-dark Void Sea.

You're in a haunted Victorian-era city trapped inside a wall of lightning powered
by demon blood.



The point of all this is to create a pressure-cooker environment for our criminal
escapades. Traveling outside the lightning barrier is a very bad idea, so it’s
impractical to “leave town and wait for the heat to die down” after you pull off a
score. Everything the players choose to do has consequences for their characters
and shifts the balance of power around in the city—driving the action for a
sandbox style of roleplaying game. For a full guide to Doskvol, see page 237.

THE PLAYERS

Each player creates a character and works with the other players to create the crew
to which their characters belong. Each player strives to bring their character to
life as an interesting, daring scoundrel who reaches boldly beyond their current
safety and means. This is the players’ core responsibility: they engage with
the premise of the game, seeking out interesting opportunities for crime in the
haunted city—taking big risks against powerful foes and sending their characters
into danger.

The players work together with the Game Master to establish the tone and style of
the game by making judgment calls about the mechanics, dice, and consequences
of actions. The players take responsibility as co-authors of the game with the GM.
For more, see Players Best Practices, page 182.

THE CHARACTERS

The scoundrels attempt to develop their crew from a ragtag group of poor independents
to a serious criminal organization with established turf. They do this by taking illegal
jobs from clients, planning their own devious missions, making alliances, destroying
their enemies, and trying to stay one step ahead of the law. There are several character
types to choose from, each representing a different style of scoundrel:

¢ CUTTERS are intimidating fighters. ® LURKS are stealthy infiltrators.

¢ Hounps are deadly sharpshooters ¢ SLIDES are manipulators and spies.

and trackers. ¢ SPIDERS are devious masterminds.

¢ LEECHES are tinkerers, alchemists,

¢ WHISPERS are arcane adepts.
and saboteurs.

Character types aren’t unique. You can mix and match, or play a crew that is all
of one type. It’s up to you. For more, see Character Creation, page 51.

THE CREW

In addition to creating scoundrel characters, you'll also create the crew by
choosing which type of criminal enterprise you're interested in exploring. The
crew gets its own “character sheet;” just like a player character.

# AssAssINS are killers for hire. ¢ HAWKERS sell illegal products.
¢ A CuLr serves a forgotten god. ¢ SMUGGLERS transport contraband.
¢ BrAvOS are thugs and extortionists. ® SHADOWS are thieves and spies.

The crew type isn't restrictive (you can pursue a variety of activities); it’s there to
help focus the game play. For more on crews, see page 91.



THE GAME MASTER

The GM establishes the dynamic world around the characters, especially the
corrupt and wicked rulers of the city and the violent and desperate criminal
underworld. The GM plays all the non-player characters in the world by giving
each one a concrete desire and preferred method of action.

The GM helps organize the conversation of the game so it’s pointed toward the
interesting elements of play. The GM isn’t in charge of the story and doesn’t
have to plan events ahead of time. They present interesting opportunities to the
players, then follow the chain of action and consequences wherever they lead.

For more, see Running the Game, page 187.

PLAYING A SESSION

So, what’s it like to play? A session of Blades in the Dark is like an episode of a TV
show. There are one or two main events, plus maybe some side-story elements,
which all fit into an ongoing series. A session of play can last anywhere from two
to six hours, depending on the preferences of the group.

During a session, the crew of scoundrels works together to choose a criminal
score to accomplish (either by getting a job from an NPC or by creating their own
operation), then they make a few dice rolls to jump into the action of the score
in progress. The PCs take actions, suffer consequences, and finish the operation
(succeed or fail). Then the crew has downtime, during which they recover, pursue
side-projects, and indulge their vices. After downtime, the players once again
look for a new opportunity or create their own goals and pursuits, and we play
to find out what happens next.

A given game session is typically one score and the following downtime, plus
exploration and discovery of a new opportunity. As your group gets more familiar
with the game, you might be able to pack more into a session, even doing two
scores in an evening of play.

After a dozen sessions or so, you might decide to have a break in the flow of the
story and start up a “season two” series—possibly with a slightly different cast
of characters and a new starting situation.

BEFORE YOU START

Read this book once through. You won't immediately understand everything until
you see it play. You won't get all the rules right the first time. That's fine; the rules will
make more sense when you read them again after you play. The system of Blades in
the Dark is designed to be learned as an ongoing process—each time you play
you'll get better until everything is second nature.

You might be the only person in the game group thats read the book—that’s
fine, too, but then it’s on you to convey everything to the other players, so thats
a job you're taking on. You can send everyone the link to the Player Kit PDF on
bladesinthedark. com, if players want to look at it ahead of time.

OVERVIEW



What the other players will need to do, though, is buy into the idea of the game.
Tell them it’s a game about daring scoundrels in a haunted industrial-fantasy
city. Mention a few touchstones that they’re familiar with (see the list below).
“It’s kind of like Peaky Blinders, but there’s also some weird magical stuff and
ghosts” If their eyes haven't lit up yet, maybe this game isn’t going to click with
them. That’s fine. You can always play a different game with that person some
other time. You want to have full buy-in from your players.

Read through the Starting Situation again (page 204) and get a good handle
on the important factions involved, what they want, who runs them. Or, feel
free to make up your own starting situation—just enough to throw the group
into an interesting circumstance right out of the gate. You don’t want everyone
sitting there, excited to play, and then say, “So... what do you want to do first?”
The starting situation keeps the momentum high at the beginning.

For more, see Starting the Game, page 201.

TOUCHSTONES

When you're pitching the game to prospective players, here are some media
touchstones you can use to relate the game to stuff with which they’re already
familiar.

TV: Peaky Blinders, by Steven Knight et al. The Wire, by David Simon et al.
Spartacus (particularly season two) by Steven S. DeKnight et al. Narcos, by Chris
Brancato, Carlo Bernard, and Doug Miro, et al.

Books: The Vlad Taltos novels (Jhereg, etc.), by Steven Brust. The stories of
Fafhrd and the Grey Mouser, by Fritz Leiber. The Lies of Locke Lamora, by
Scott Lynch. Best Served Cold, by Joe Abercrombie.

VIDEO GAMES: Thief: The Dark Project and its sequels, by Looking Glass Studios.
The Dishonored series, by Arkane Studios. Bloodborne by Hidetaka Miyazaki
and From Software.

FiLms: Crimson Peak, by Guillermo del Toro. Gangs of New York, by Martin
Scorsese. Ronin, by John Frankenheimer. Heat and Thief, by Michael Mann.

THEME SONG
“Furnace Room Lullaby” by Neko Case.

WHAT YOU NEED TO PLAY

¢ Players: two to four. Plus one Game ¢ Keep this book handy for reference.

Master. ¢ Some blank paper and index cards
¢ A handful of six-sided dice. Atleastsix.  for notes and sketches. Pencils and

® Printed copies of the character markers.

playbooks, crew sheets, and ¢ Beverages and snacks are nice. It’s a
reference sheets + maps (available at  social event, after all.
bladesinthedark.com).




MAKING THE GAME YOUR OWN

Roleplaying is, at its essence, an expressive act. Everything in this book exists
to help you and your friends express yourselves by creating collaborative social
fiction about a crew of daring scoundrels. You have interesting things to say,
and it's my job to inspire you and maybe also point out a few interesting things
I've come up with, too. But it’s not my job to tell you exactly what to say about
everything.

Some elements of the game setting are meant to emerge in play, as an act
of discovery and creative interpretation. I don’t come right out and tell you
everything about the nature of ghosts, for example. There are several possible
concepts, from which you are free to pick and choose as you go along—making
the game your own as you do. Once this game is in play, it’s yours and yours
alone. You're not beholden to anyone.

This book is a distillation of best practices and useful elements. It’s one leg of the
tripod that forms the basis for successful play: The book, your group, and the
online community. Roleplaying is a social and performative art form, and as such,
it benefits greatly from recorded videos of play and active online communities of
discussion. If something about the game feels elusive to you, jump on YouTube
and watch another group do it and maybe that will make it click. We all learn
in different ways. This text is most useful for people who learn by reading. The
online communities are good for people who learn by discussion. And videos
are good for more auditory or social learners.

Visit bladesinthedark. com for links to the online community and videos of
actual play.

OVERVIEW



THE CORE SYSTEM

THE CONVERSATION

A roleplaying game is a conversation between the GM and the players, punctuated
by dice rolls to inject uncertainty and surprising turns.

The GM presents the fictional situation in which the player characters find
themselves. The players determine the actions of their characters in response
to the situation. The GM and the players together judge how the game systems
are engaged. The outcomes of the mechanics then change the situation, leading
into a new phase of the conversation—new situations, new actions, new
judgments, new rolls—creating an ongoing fiction and building “the story” of
the game, organically, from a series of discrete moments.

No one is in charge of the story. The story is what happens as a result of the situation
presented by the GM, the actions the characters take, the outcomes of the mechanics,
and the consequences that result. The story emerges from the unpredictable collision
of all of these elements. You play to find out what the story will be.

JUDGMENT CALLS

Since roleplaying is a collaborative, expressive act, not a purely strategic endeavor,
you'll need to make judgment calls. By making these choices, the game group
together establishes a style, tone, and form of fiction unique to their instance of
play. Blades in the Dark is designed to bring these judgment calls to the forefront
and make them explicit tools of the game.

When you play, you'll make several key judgment calls. Everyone contributes,
but either the players or the GM gets final say for each:

¢ Which actions are reasonable as a solution to a problem? Can this person be
swayed? Must we get out the tools and tinker with this old rusty lock, or could
it also be quietly finessed? The players have final say.

¢ How dangerous and how effective is a given action in this circumstance? How risky
is this? Can this person be swayed very little or a whole lot? The GM has final say.

¢ Which consequences are inflicted to manifest the dangers in a given
circumstance? Does this fall from the roof break your leg? Do the Bluecoats merely
become suspicious or do they already have you trapped? The GM has final say.

@ Does this situation call for a dice roll, and which one? Is your scoundrel in
position to make an action roll or must they first make a resistance roll to gain
initiative? The GM has final say.

¢ Which events in the story match the experience triggers for character and
crew advancement? Did you express your character’s beliefs, drives, heritage,
or background? You tell us. The players have final say.

The particular choices you make will create your own unique form of Blades in
the Dark. You'll say something about the world and the characters, about crime
fiction, and even about the human condition. What will you say? There’s only
one way to find out.



ROLLING THE DICE

Blades in the Dark uses six-sided dice. You roll several at once and read the
single highest result.

¢ If the highest die is a 6, it’s a full success—things go well. If you roll more than
one 6, it's a CRITICAL success—you gain some additional advantage.

¢ If the highest die is a 4 or 5, that’s a partial success—you do what you were
trying to do, but there are consequences: trouble, harm, reduced effect, etc.

¢ If the highest die is 1-3, it's a bad outcome. Things go poorly. You probably
don’t achieve your goal and you suffer complications, too.

If you ever need to roll but you have zero (or negative) dice, roll two dice and take
the single lowest result. You can’t roll a CRITICAL when you have zero dice.

All the dice systems in the game are expressions of this basic format. When you'’re
first learning the game, you can always “collapse” back down to a simple roll to
judge how things go. Look up the exact rule later when you have time.

The most common result is 4/5: partial success. This means that your character
will tend to succeed, but at a cost—you’ll rarely get away clean. Blades in the
Dark is a game about underdog characters who are in over their heads. The dice
mechanic reinforces this by making partial success crop up again and again. This
is a good thing! Trouble is where the fun of the game happens.

To create a dice pool for a roll, you'll use a trait (like your FINESSE or your
PROWESS or your crew’s Tier) and take dice equal to its rating. You'll usually
end up with one to four dice. Even one die is pretty good in this game—a 50%
chance of success. The most common traits you'll use are the action ratings of
the player characters. A player might roll dice for their SKIRMISH action rating
when they fight an enemy, for example.

There are four types of rolls that you’ll use most often in the game:

¢ AcTION ROLL. When a PC attempts an action that’s dangerous or troublesome,
you make an action roll to find out how it goes. Action rolls and their effects
and consequences drive most of the game. See page 18.

¢ DOWNTIME ROLL. When the PCs are at their leisure after a job, they can
perform downtime activities in relative safety. You make downtime rolls to
see how much they get done. See page 153.

¢ FORTUNE ROLL. The GM can make a fortune roll to disclaim decision making
and leave something up to chance. How loyal is an NPC? How much does the
plague spread? How much evidence is burned before the Bluecoats kick in the
door? See page 34.

¢ RESISTANCE ROLL. A player can make a resistance roll when their character
suffers a consequence they don't like. The roll tells us how much stress their
character suffers to reduce the severity of a consequence. When you resist that
“Broken Leg” harm, you take some stress and now it’s only a “Sprained Ankle”
instead. See page 32.
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THE GAME STRUCTURE

Blades in the Dark has a structure to play, with four parts (see the diagram at
right). By default, the game is in free play—characters talk to each other, they
go places, they do things, they make rolls as needed.

When the group is ready, they choose a target for their next criminal operation,
then choose a type of plan to employ. This triggers the engagement roll (which
establishes the situation as the operation starts) and then the game shifts into
the score phase. See page 125 for more details.

During the score, the PCs engage the target—they make rolls, overcome obstacles,
call for flashbacks, and complete the operation (successfully or not). When the
score is finished, the game shifts into the downtime phase.

During the downtime phase, the GM engages the systems for payoff, heat, and
entanglements, to determine all the fallout from the score. Then the PCs each
get their downtime activities, such as indulging their vice to remove stress or
working on a long-term project. See page 145 for details on downtime. When
all the downtime activities are complete, the game returns to free play and the
cycle starts over again.

The phases are a conceptual model to help you organize the game. They’re
not meant to be rigid structures that restrict your options (this is why they’re
presented as amorphous blobs of ink without hard edges). Think of the phases as
a menu of options to fit whatever it is you're trying to accomplish in play. Each
phase suits a different goal.

During free play, the game is very fluid—you can easily skim past several events
in a quick montage; characters can disperse in time and space, doing various
things as they please. When you shift into the score phase, everyone leans forward
and knows that it’s time to focus and get the job done. The camera zooms down
into the action, obstacle to obstacle, as each challenge is faced. The players use
flashbacks to elide time and establish previously unseen preparations. Then when
the score is over and you shift to downtime, the pressure’s off. The PCs are safe
and can enjoy a brief respite from danger to recover and regroup before they
jump back into the cycle of play again.



FREE PLAY

Character Scenes

Actions & Consequences

Gather Information

Choose a Target

Choose a Plan

DOWNTIME

Payoff, Heat, Entanglements
Downtime Activities

Return to Free Play

Engagement
Roll

SCORE

Actions & Consequences

Flashbacks
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ACTIONS & ATTRIBUTES

ACTION RATINGS

There are 12 actions in the game that the player characters use | ATTUNE
to overcome obstacles (see the list at right). COMMAND

Each action has a rating (from zero to 4) that tells you how many | Consort
dice to roll when you perform that action. Action ratings don't | pingsse
just represent skill or training—you're free to describe how your
character performs that action based on the type of person they
are. Maybe your character is good at COMMAND because they
have a scary stillness to them, while another character barks | SKIRMISH
orders and intimidates people with their military bearing. STUDY

Hunt

ProOwL

You choose which action to perform to overcome an obstacle, by | Survey
describing what your character does. Actions that are poorly suited | gway

to the situation may be less effective and may put the character
in more danger, but they can still be attempted. Usually, when
you perform an action, you'll make an action roll to see how it
turns out.

ACTION ROLL

You make an action roll when your character does something potentially
dangerous or troublesome. The possible results of the action roll depend on
your character’s position. There are three positions: controlled, risky, and
desperate. If you're in a controlled position, the possible consequences are less
serious. If you're in a desperate position, the consequences can be severe. If you're
somewhere in between, it’s risky—usually considered the “default” position for
most actions.

TINKER

‘WRECK

For details on Action Rolls, see page 18.

If there’s no danger or trouble at hand, you don’t make an action roll. You might
make a fortune roll (page 34) or a downtime roll (page 153) or the GM will
simply say yes—and you accomplish your goal.

ATTRIBUTE RATINGS

There are three attributes in the game system that the player | INsiGHT
characters use to resist bad consequences: INSIGHT, PROWESS,
and RESOLVE. Each attribute has a rating (from zero to 4) that
tells you how many dice to roll when you use that attribute.

PROWESS

RESOLVE

The rating for each attribute is equal to the number of dots in the first column
under that attribute (see the examples, at right). The more well-rounded your
character is with a particular set of actions, the better their attribute rating.



RESISTANCE ROLL

Each attribute resists a different type of danger. If you get stabbed, for example,
you resist physical harm with your PROWESS rating. Resistance rolls always
succeed—you diminish or deflect the bad result—but the better your roll, the
less stress it costs to reduce or avoid the danger.

When the enemy has a big advantage, you'll need to make a resistance roll before
you can take your own action. For example, when you duel the master sword-
fighter, she disarms you before you can strike. You need to make a resistance
roll to keep hold of your blade if you want to attack her. Or perhaps you face a
powerful ghost and attempt to ATTUNE with it to control its actions. But before
you can make your own roll, you must resist possession from the spirit.

The GM judges the threat level of the enemies and uses these “preemptive”
resistance rolls as needed to reflect the capabilities of especially dangerous foes.

For details on Resistance Rolls, see page 32.

EXAMPLE ACTION & ATTRIBUTE RATINGS

This character has a HONT action rating of 1.

Their INSIGHT attribute rating is 1 (the first

[ HUNT
column of dots).

STUDY
SURVEY
TINKER

They also have PROWL I and SKIRMISH 2.

Their PROWESS attribute rating is 2.

FINESSE
° PROWL
o0 SKIRMISH
WRECK
RESOLVE
o0 ATTUNE
° COMMAND
CONSORT
° SWAY

1
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STRESS & TRAUMA

STRESS

Player characters in Blades in the Dark have a special reserve of fortitude and
luck called stress. When they suffer a consequence that they don’t want to accept,
they can take stress instead. The result of the resistance roll (see page 32)
determines how much stress it costs to avoid a bad outcome.

During a knife fight, Daniel’s character, Cross, gets stabbed in the chest. Daniel
rolls his PROWESS rating to resist, and gets a 2. It costs 6 stress, minus 2 (the
result of the resistance roll) to resist the consequences. Daniel marks off 4 stress
and describes how Cross survives.

The GM rules that the harm is reduced by the resistance roll, but not avoided
entirely. Cross suffers level 2 harm (“Chest Wound”) instead of level 3 harm
(“Punctured Lung”).

PUSHING YOURSELF

You can use stress to push yourself for greater performance. For each bonus you
choose below, take 2 stress (each can be chosen once for a given action):

¢ Add +1d to your roll. (This may be used for an action roll or downtime roll
or any other kind of roll where extra effort would help you)

¢ Add +1 level to your effect. (See Effect, page 24.)
# Take action when you're incapacitated. (See Consequences, page 30)

The ability to push yourself for +1d means you effectively have at least 1d in
every action as long as you have stress to burn. Even 1d gives you a 50/50 chance
of success. This is the core “scoundrel’s luck” in the game system. Even when
you're in a bad spot, trying to do something for which you have no experience
or training, you can dig deep and give yourself a chance. (A much better chance
than rolling 2d and taking the lowest when you have zero dots.)

It’s important to remember this! Some players tend to forget and dismiss actions
for which they have zero dots. “Nah, I can’t do that. I don’t have Attune. I'd have
to roll 2d and take the worst. Ugh” As long as you have stress to burn, you can
get 1d and give any action a decent shot.

TRAUMA

When a PC marks their last stress box, they suffer a level of TRAUMA. When you
take TRAUMA, circle one of your trauma conditions like Cold, Reckless, Unstable,
etc. They're all described on the next page.

When you suffer TRAUMA, you're taken out of action. You're “left for dead” or
otherwise dropped out of the current conflict, only to come back later, shaken
and drained. When you return, you have zero stress and your vice has been
satisfied for the next downtime (see Vice on page 156).
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Trauma conditions are permanent. Your character acquires the new personality
quirk indicated by the condition, and can earn xp by using it to cause trouble.
When you mark your fourth trauma condition, your character cannot continue
as a daring scoundrel. You must retire them to a different life or send them to
prison to take the fall for the crew’s WANTED LEVEL. (See Retirement, page
43 and Incarceration, page 148).

TRAUMA CONDITIONS

¢ CoLp: Youre not moved by emotional appeals or social bonds.

¢ HAUNTED: You're often lost in reverie, reliving past horrors, seeing things.
¢ OBSESSED: You're enthralled by one thing: an activity, a person, an ideology.
¢ PARANOID: You imagine danger everywhere; you can't trust others.

¢ RECKLESS: You have little regard for your own safety or best interests.

¢ SOFT: You lose your edge; you become sentimental, passive, gentle.

¢ UNSTABLE: Your emotional state is volatile. You can instantly rage, or fall into
despair, act impulsively, or freeze up.

¢ Vicious: You seek out opportunities to hurt people, even for no good reason.

You can play your trauma conditions as much or as little as you like. They can
totally transform your character’s persona or have only a small impact—it’s up
to you. If you do play them strongly, though, allowing a trauma condition to
complicate your character’s life, you earn xp for it. (See Advancement, page 48.)

STRESS & THE SUPERNATURAL

A close encounter with a spirit or demon is a harrowing experience. By default, the
standard effect is to either paralyze a person with fear or panic them into fleeing
from its presence. A PC can choose to freeze up or flee or make a resistance roll
with RESOLVE to ignore the effect. Characters with lots of exposure to spirits,
such as Whispers, Rail Jacks, and occultists become less susceptible and only
face fear or panic from exceptionally powerful entities.

Being possessed by a spirit inflicts a level of TRAUMA at the end of every week.
Once the possessed body suffers its fourth level of TRAUMA, it can no longer
sustain its life. The possessing spirit must either bond with the corpse (becoming
a vampire) or abandon it and seek out a new host.

Mind-bending horrors (such as the physical manifestation of a forgotten god)
may have additional effects on sight (in addition to causing viewers to freeze up
or flee). You may choose to resist them, too, as normal. When you behold the
glorious horror of the Cloud of Woe, you stand frozen in place as it envelops you,
and you crave to drink deeply from its dark essence.



PROGRESS CLOCKS

A progress clock is a circle divided into segments (see examples
at right). Draw a progress clock when you need to track ongoing
effort against an obstacle or the approach of impending trouble.

Sneaking into the Bluecoat Watch tower? Make a clock to track
the alert level of the patrolling guards. When the PCs suffer
consequences from partial successes or missed rolls, fill in segments
on the clock until the alarm is raised.

Generally, the more complex the problem, the more segments in
the progress clock.

A complex obstacle is a 4-segment clock. A more complicated
obstacle is a 6-clock. A daunting obstacle is an 8-segment clock.

The effect level of an action or circumstance is used to tick segments on a clock
(see Effect Levels, page 24). It’s the GM’s job to tick a clock so it reflects the
fictional situation. If the PCs are making a lot of progress, the clock should be
ticked a lot. This comes with practice, by properly judging effect levels. But you
should always feel free to adjust a clock in play to better reflect the situation.

You can’t usually fill a clock with the effect of a single action. This is by design.
If a situation is simple enough for one action, don’t make a clock, just judge the
outcome based on the effect level of the action.

When you create a clock, make it about the obstacle, not the method. The clocks
for an infiltration should be “Interior Patrols” and “The Tower;” not “Sneak Past
the Guards” or “Climb the Tower” The patrols and the tower are the obstacles—
the PCs can attempt to overcome them in a variety of ways.

Complex enemy threats can be broken into several “layers,” each with its own
progress clock. For example, the Lampblacks’ HQ might have a “Perimeter
Security” clock, an “Interior Guards” clock, and a “Bazso’s Office Security” clock.
The crew would have to make their way through all three layers to reach Bazso’s
personal safe and the whiskey collection within.

Remember that a clock tracks progress. It reflects the fictional situation, so the
group can gauge how they’re doing. A clock is like a speedometer in a car. It
shows the speed of the vehicle—it doesn’t determine the speed.

SIMPLE OBSTACLES

Not every situation and obstacle requires a clock. Use clocks when a situation
is complex or layered and you need to track something over time—otherwise,
resolve the result of an action with a single roll.

Examples of progress clocks follow. This is not an exhaustive list. Use them as
you see fit!

15

)
-
[
(=]
o
o
7))
7]
2]
- S
[T
(=]
-5
-5




16

DANGER CLOCKS

The GM can use a clock to represent a progressive danger, like suspicion growing
during a seduction, the proximity of pursuers in a chase, or the alert level of
guards on patrol. In this case, when a complication occurs, the GM ticks one, two,
or three segments on the clock, depending on the consequence level. When the
clock is full, the danger comes to fruition—the guards hunt down the intruders,
activate an alarm, release the hounds, etc. (See Consequences, page 30.)

RACING CLOCKS

Create two opposed clocks to represent a race. The PCs might have a progress
clock called “Escape” while the Bluecoats have a clock called “Cornered” If the
PCs finish their clock before the Bluecoats fill theirs, they get away. Otherwise,
they’re cornered and can't flee. If both complete at the same time, the PCs escape
to their lair, but the hunting Bluecoats are outside!

You can also use racing clocks for an environmental hazard. Maybe the PCs are
trying to complete the “Search” clock to find the lockbox on the sinking ship
before the GM fills the “Sunk” clock and the vessel goes down.

LINKED CLOCKS

You can make a clock that unlocks another clock once it’s filled. For example, the
GM might make a linked clock called “Trapped” after an “Alert” clock fills up.
When you fight a veteran warrior, she might have a clock for her “Defense” and
then a linked clock for “Vulnerable” Once you overcome the “Defense” clock,
then you can attempt to overcome the “Vulnerable” clock and defeat her. You
might affect the “Defense” clock with violence in a knife-fight, or you lower her
defense with deception if you have the opportunity. As always, the method of
action is up to the players and the details of the fiction at hand.

MISSION CLOCKS

The GM can make a clock for a time-sensitive mission, to represent the window
of opportunity you have to complete it. If the countdown runs out, the mission is
scrubbed or changes—the target escapes, the household wakes up for the day, etc.

TUG-OF-WAR CLOCKS

You can make a clock that can be filled and emptied by events, to represent a
back-and-forth situation. You might make a “Revolution!” clock that indicates
when the refugee Skovlanders start to riot over poor treatment in Doskvol. Some
events will tick the clock up and some will tick it down. Once it fills, the revolution
begins. A tug-of-war clock is also perfect for an ongoing turf war between two
crews or factions.

LONG-TERM PROJECT

Some projects will take a long time. A basic long-term project (like tinkering
up a new feature for a device) is eight segments. Truly long-term projects (like
creating a new designer drug) can be two, three, or even four clocks, representing
all the phases of development, testing, and final completion. Add or subtract
clocks depending on the details of the situation and complexity of the project.



A long-term project is a good catch-all for dealing with any unusual player goal,
including things that circumvent or change elements of the mechanics or the setting.
For example, by default in the game, TRAUMA is permanent. But maybe a player
wants to work on a project where they create a device to draw traumatic spirit-
energies into the ghost field, thus reducing a character’s TRAUMA and unleashing
astorm of enraged ghosts in the area. It will be a long and dangerous process to set
up everything needed to begin and work on a project like this, but almost anything
can be attempted as long as the group is interested and it seems feasible to everyone.

FACTION CLOCKS

Each faction has a long-term goal (see the faction write-ups, starting on page
283). When the PCs have downtime (page 145), the GM ticks forward the
faction clocks that they're interested in. In this way, the world around the PCs
is dynamic and things happen that they’re not directly connected to, changing
the overall situation in the city and creating new opportunities and challenges.
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The PCs may also directly affect NPC faction clocks, based on the missions
and scores they pull off. Discuss known faction projects that they might aid or
interfere with, and also consider how a PC operation might affect the NPC clocks,
whether the players intended it or not.

PROGRESS CLOCKS IN PLAY

Infiltrating Strangford House

The scoundrels are sneaking into Lord Strangford’s house to steal his

personal log book (in which he keeps the secret maps and hunting

methods for his leviathan hunter ship—worth a small fortune to ALERT
the right buyer). The GM makes a progress clock for the alert level

of Strangford’s personal staff and bodyguards. She makes a 4-clock because
it’s a single house, not a sprawling estate—only a few suspicious events will
rouse the whole place. During the operation, Silver rolls to PROWL through the
first floor and rolls a 4/5. She gets past, but the complication is a tick on the
“Alert” clock. The GM ticks it once to represent the threat level of the kitchen
staff downstairs—they’re not trained security, so limited effect is called for.
Later, when Cross rolls a 1-3 on a desperate action to sneak into Strangford’s
private suite, the GM fills three segments—the Lords bodyguards are Tier IV
professionals and are experts at spotting trouble. This fills the clock! When Cross
eases the door open, he’s set upon by the first pair of bodyguards, while the other
two attempt to hustle Strangford (and his precious book!) out the back way.

Assaulting the Red Sashes

The scoundrels attack the lair of the Red Sashes, in

a final showdown to see which group will survive

to control the drug market in Crow’s Foot. The GM . e
makes a clock for the forces of each gang. As the PCs  gaguES CREW
take actions and suffer consequences, the GM ticks the

clocks to show the waning strength and morale of each side. When one side’s
clock is filled, theyve reached a breaking point—will they flee, surrender, or
fall into a suicidal rage?
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ACTION ROLL

When a player character does something challenging, we make an action roll
to see how it turns out. An action is challenging if there’s an obstacle to the PC’s
goal that’s dangerous or troublesome in some way. We don’t make an action roll
unless the PCis put to the test. If their action is something that wed expect them
to simply accomplish, then we don’t make an action roll.

Each game group will have their own ideas about what ‘challenging” means. This
is good! It’s something that establishes the tone and style of your Blades series.

To make an action roll, we go through six steps. In play, they flow together
somewhat, but let’s break each one down here for clarity.

1. The player states their goal for the action.

2. The player chooses the action rating.

3. The GM sets the position for the roll.

4. The GM sets the effect level for the action.

5. Add bonus dice.

6. The player rolls the dice and we judge the result.

1. THE PLAYER STATES THEIR GOAL

Your goal is the concrete outcome your character will achieve when they overcome
the obstacle at hand. Maybe your goal is “I want to get into the manor house” or
it might be “I want to see who comes and goes at the house.” In both cases, the
obstacle is “the house guard patrol” The guards are the challenging obstacle that
may be dangerous or troublesome for the PC.

Usually the character’s goal is pretty obvious in context, but it's the GM’s job to
ask and clarify the goal when necessary.

“You're punching him in the face, right? Okay... what do want to get out of this?
Do you want to take him out, or just rough him up so he’ll do what you want?”

2. THE PLAYER CHOOSES THE ACTION RATING

The player chooses which action rating to roll, following from what their
character is doing on-screen. If you want to roll your SKIRMISH action, then
get in a fight. If you want to roll your COMMAND action, then order someone
around. You can't roll a given action rating unless your character is presently
performing that action in the fiction.

There’s definitely some gray area here, where actions overlap and goals can be
attempted with a variety of approaches. This is by design. If your goal is to hurt
someone with violence, you might SKIRMISH or HUNT or PROWL or WRECK,
depending on the situation at hand. If your goal is to dismay and frighten an
enemy, you might COMMAND or SWAY or WRECK. It’s the player’s choice.

See page 166 for more about choosing an action rating.



3. THE GM SETS THE POSITION

Once the player chooses their action, the GM sets the position for the roll. The
position represents how dangerous or troublesome the action might be. There
are three positions: controlled, risky, and desperate. To choose a position, the
GM looks at the profiles for the positions below and picks one that most closely
matches the situation at hand.

POSITIONS

You have a golden opportunity. Youre exploiting a
dominant advantage. You're set up for success.

CONTROLLED
RISKY You. go head to head. You're acting under duress. You're
taking a chance.

You're in serious trouble. You're overreaching your
capabilities. You're attempting a dangerous maneuver.

DESPERATE

By default, an action roll is risky. You wouldn’t be rolling if there was no risk
involved. If the situation seems more dangerous, make it desperate. If it seems
less dangerous, make it controlled.
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Choosing the position is an important judgment call and stylistic choice for your
game. More controlled action rolls mean generally safer and more dominant
scoundrels. More desperate action rolls give the game a gritty, underdog kind of
feel. There’s no ironclad rule about how to choose positions. It's meant to be an
expressive element of the game. Make the choice that feels right to you and the rest of
the group. If you're ever unsure about which position to pick, ask the other players.

As a player, if you're angling for a particular position, ask the GM what you might
do to get it, or ask them to clarify the situation to explain their choice.

“It’s risky? I was thinking itd be controlled. I know this barkeep is supposed to
be a tough old buzzard, but he’s not a real threat to me, is he?”

“No, I think the danger is in the situation instead. You're out in the common
room in front of everyone, ordering the barkeep to hand over the protection
money that he’s supposed to pay the Grinders. Who knows if someone in the
room might decide to step up and play hero, or to get on the Grinders’ good
side? It’s an uncertain environment. Maybe if you confront the guy alone, that’s
more of a controlled position for you. Or maybe if you bring the gang with you
and make a show of force in front of everyone.”

As GM, you have final say over the position for the roll, but explain and clarify things
as needed, especially when you're starting out. By discussing the position (and how
it might be better or worse) you'll help everyone build a better view of the fictional
situation in their minds’ eye and get on the same page about the tone of the game.

You'll also set precedents that the players can build on to make better decisions
in the future. “Ah, so we got a controlled CONSORT roll when we wined and dined
them and showed them how friendly we are. Noted.”

4. THE GM SETS THE EFFECT LEVEL

The GM assesses the likely effect level of this action, given the factors of
the situation. Essentially, the effect level tells us “how much” this action can
accomplish: will it have limited, standard, or great effect? Effect level is explained
in detail in the next section, starting on page 24.

The GMs choices for effect level and position can be strongly influenced by
the player’s choice of action rating. If a player wants to try to make a new
friend by WRECKING something—well... maybe that’s possible, but the GM
wouldn’t be crazy to say it’s a desperate roll and probably limited effect. Seems
like CONSORTING would be a lot better for that. The players are always free
to choose the action they perform, but that doesn’t mean all actions should
be equally risky or potent.

5. ADD BONUS DICE
You can normally get two bonus dice for your action roll (some special abilities
might give you additional bonus dice).

For one bonus die, you can get assistance from a teammate. They take 1 stress,
say how they help you, and give you +1d. See Teamwork, page 134.

For another bonus die, you can either push yourself (take 2 stress) or you can
accept a Devil’s Bargain (you can't get dice for both, it’s one or the other).



THE DEVIL’S BARGAIN

PCs in Blades are reckless scoundrels addicted to destructive vices—they don’t
always act in their own best interests. To reflect this, the GM or any other player
can offer you a bonus die if you accept a Devil's Bargain. Common Devil’s Bargains
include:

# Collateral damage, unintended harm.

# Sacrifice COIN or an item.

# Betray a friend or loved one.

¢ Offend or anger a faction.

# Start and/or tick a troublesome clock.

¢ Add HEAT to the crew from evidence or witnesses.

¢ Suffer harm.

The Devil's Bargain occurs regardless of the outcome of the roll. You make the

deal, pay the price, and get the bonus die. There might not be an interesting Devil’s
Bargain in every situation. If one doesn’t occur to anyone right away, that’s fine.

“I know our gang is savage—if we leave them alone here with the hostages,
who knows what they’ll do. I'm gonna get all up in their faces and Command
them to keep their slaggin’ hands off”

“Oooh, I have a Devil's Bargain. You can take +1d but you go too far with your
intimidation and threats this time. I'm gonna start a new 4-clock called... “The
Gang Fights Back’ and tick it three times. Mess with them this hard again, and
you're gonna have a gang of savages on your ass.”

“Nice. I like it! Maybe I'll try to un-tick some of that clock in downtime...”
Some players like to get a little fancy or creative with Devil's Bargains, using

them to re-write a bit of the situation, create something new in the flow of the
narrative, or shine a spotlight on a character’s weaknesses.

“Someone here is a member of your old platoon—the one you left for dead.”
“One of the cultists becomes obsessed with you.”

“Your character doesn'’t realize it, but one of the boats moored at the dock you're
burning turns out to be your poor old uncle’s eel-fishing boat.”

“Spending this much time during a meeting at a drug den... seems like you
would have to overindulge yourself here, yeah?”

Don't push these bargains too hard if the player doesn't like this kind of narrative
sleight-of-hand. It’s fun for some and annoying for others.

The Devil’s Bargain is always a free choice. If you don’t like one, just reject it (or
suggest how to alter it so you might consider taking it). You can always just push
yourself for that bonus die instead.

If it’s ever needed, the GM has final say over which Devil's Bargains are valid.
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6. ROLL THE DICE AND JUDGE THE RESULT

Once the goal, action rating, position, and effect have been established, add any
bonus dice and roll the dice pool to determine the outcome. (See the sets of
possible outcomes, by position, on the next page.)

The action roll does a lot of work for you. It tells you how well the character
performs as well as how serious the consequences are for them. They might
succeed at their action without any consequences (on a 6), or they might succeed
but suffer consequences (on a 4/5), or it might just all go wrong (on a 1-3).

On a 1-3, it’s up to the GM to decide if the PC’s action has any effect or not, or
if it even happens at all. Usually, the action just fails completely, but in some
circumstances, it might make sense or be more interesting for the action to have
some effect even on a 1-3 result.

Oskarr ATTUNES to the demonic entity he found in the secret hold of the leviathan
hunter ship. The roll is a 1-3. The GM could say that Oskarr fails to ATTUNE
to the demonic powet, and the backlash from the desperate failure manifests as
psychic harm, level 3. But it would be much more interesting if the attunement
happened, and Oskarr was confronted with this horrific entity, mind-to-mind,
right? Oskarr touches the horrible will of that ancient creature, and the twisting
madness within it overwhelms him. He suffers level 3 psychic harm, sure, but
also gets a new 6-clock: “Get Rid of These Nightmare Demonic Visions.”

Each 4/5 and 1-3 outcome lists suggested consequences for the character. The
worse your position, the worse the consequences are. The GM can inflict one
or more of these consequences, depending on the circumstances of the action
roll. Consequences are explained in detail on page 30. PCs have the ability to
avoid or reduce the severity of consequences that they suffer by resisting them.
See page 32 for details about resistance.

When you narrate the action after the roll, the GM and player collaborate together
to say what happens on-screen. Tell us how you vault across to the other rooftop.
Tell us what you say to the Inspector to convince her. The GM will tell us how she
reacts. When you face the Red Sash duelist, what's your fighting style like? Etc.

ACTION ROLL SUMMARY

¢ A player or GM calls for a roll. Make an action roll when the character
performs a dangerous or troublesome action.

¢ The player chooses the action rating to roll. Choose the action that matches
what the character is doing in the fiction.

¢ The GM establishes the position and effect level of the action. The choice
of position and effect is influenced strongly by the player’s choice of action.

¢ Add up to two bonus dice. 1) Assistance from a teammate. 2) Push yourself
(take 2 stress) or accept a Devil’s Bargain.

¢ Roll the dice pool and judge the outcome. The players and GM narrate
the action together. The GM has final say over what happens and inflicts
consequences as called for by the position and the result of the roll.



ACTION ROLL

o 1d for each ACTION CONTROLLED

rating dot. You act on your terms. You exploit a dominant advantage.

. CRITICAL: You do it with increased effect.
o +1d if you have

ASSISTANCE. 6: You doit.
4/5: You hesitate. Withdraw and try a different
° +1d if you Pusn approach, or else do it with a minor consequence: a
yourself -ORr- you minor complication occurs, you have reduced effect,
accept a DEVIL’S you suffer lesser harm, you end up in a risky position.
BARGAIN. 1-3: You falter. Press on by seizing a risky opportunity,

or withdraw and try a different approach.

RISKY

You go head to head. You act under fire. You take a chance.
CRITICAL: You do it with increased effect.

6: You do it.

4/5: You do it, but there’s a consequence: you suffer
harm, a complication occurs, you have reduced
effect, you end up in a desperate position.

1-3: Things go badly. You suffer harm, a
complication occurs, you end up in a desperate
position, you lose this opportunity.

DESPERATE

You overreach your capabilities. You're in serious trouble.
CRITICAL: You do it with increased effect.

6: You do it.

4/5: You do it, but there’s a consequence: you suffer
severe harm, a serious complication occurs, you
have reduced effect.

1-3: It’s the worst outcome. You suffer severe

harm, a serious complication occurs, you lose this
opportunity for action.

DOUBLE-DUTY ROLLS

Since NPCs don'’t roll for their actions, an action roll does double-duty: it resolves
the action of the PC as well as any NPCs that are involved. The single roll tells
us how those actions interact and which consequences result. On a 6, the PC wins
and has their effect. On a 4/5, it's a mix—both the PC and the NPC have their
effect. On a 1-3, the NPC wins and has their effect as a consequence on the PC.
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EFFECT

In Blades in the Dark, you achieve goals by taking actions and facing consequences.
But how many actions does it take to achieve a particular goal? That depends on
the effect level of your actions. The GM judges the effect level using the profiles
below. Which one best matches the action at hand—great, standard, or limited?
Each effect level indicates the questions that should be answered for that effect,
as well as how many segments to tick if you're using a progress clock.

EFFECT LEVELS TICKS

You achieve more than usual. How does the extra effort
manifest? What additional benefit do you enjoy?

action. Is that enough, or is there more left to do?

You achieve what wed expect as “normal” with this
STANDARD P H

You achieve a partial or weak effect. How is your impact
diminished? What effort remains to achieve your goal?

ASSESSING FACTORS

To assess effect level, first start with your gut feeling, given this situation. Then,
if needed, assess three factors that may modify the effect level: potency, scale,
and quality. If the PC has an advantage in a given factor, consider a higher effect
level. If they have a disadvantage, consider a reduced effect level.

POTENCY

The potency factor considers particular weaknesses, taking extra time or a bigger
risk, or the influence of arcane powers. The electrical discharge of a lightning
hook is potent against a ghost. The supernatural powers of a ghost are potent
against a human. An infiltrator is more potent if all the lights are extinguished
and they move about in the dark.

QUALITY / TIER

Quality represents the effectiveness of tools, weapons, or other resources, usually

summarized by Tier. Fine items count as +1 bonus in quality, stacking with Tier.
Arlyn is picking the lock to a safehouse run by the Circle of Flame. Her crew
is Tier I and she has fine lockpicks—so she’s effectively Tier II. The Circle are
Tier II1. Arlyn is outclassed in quality, so her effect will be limited on the lock.

SCALE

Scale represents the number of opponents, size of an area covered, scope of
influence, etc. Larger scale can be an advantage or disadvantage depending on
the situation. In battle, more people are better. When infiltrating, more people
are a hindrance.



When considering factors, effect level might be reduced below limited, resulting
in zero effect—or increased beyond great, resulting in an extreme effect.

If a PC special ability gives “+1 effect,” it comes into play after the GM has assessed
the effect level. For example, if you ended up with zero effect, the +1 effect bonus
from your Cutter’s BODYGUARD ability would bump them up to limited effect.

Also, remember that a PC can push themselves (take 2 stress) to get +1 effect
on their action. See page 13.

For a master table of factor examples, see Magnitude on page 220. Every factor
won't always apply to every situation. You don’t have to do an exact accounting
every time, either. Use the factors to help you make a stronger judgment call—
don't feel beholden to them.

DOMINANT FACTORS

If one effect factor overshadows the others, the side with that advantage dominates
the situation. It doesn’t matter if you have a fine sword and extra effect if you try to
fight 20 people at once. Their scale dominates the battle and you're left with very
limited effect, or no effect at all. The same principle applies to “impossible” actions.

Una wants to tear down a stone guard tower that the Silver Nails are using
as a lair. She says, “I take my sledgehammer over there and I Wreck the thing,
smashing it down stone by stone. Ha! I rolled a crit! Great effect!” Obviously, this
isn’t possible. A person can’t smash down a stone tower with a sledgehammer.
We know it’s inherently silly, like jumping over the moon. But this is also codified
in the effect factors. The tower is dominant in quality, scale, and potency.
Unless those factors are countered somehow, Una’s effect level is zero before
she starts. No matter what she rolls for her action, she’ll have no effect. This
concept is useful when assessing other very tough (but achievable) situations.

Let’s imagine instead that Una is facing a demon. She wants to SKIRMISH with
it, by engaging it with her sword and dagger. This is similar to knocking down
the tower with the sledgehammer. Even on a CRITICAL, the GM says, “You
manage to land a solid blow against the creature’s skull, but there’s no wound
and your hand throbs with the impact of steel against its scaly hide” In other
words, zero effect! (On a 1-3, the GM might say, “The creature swats your sword
aside, clutches you in its hideous grip, and breaks your spine in two.” Seriously.
Don’t mess with demons.)

But this situation isn’t entirely hopeless. There must be some way to battle a
demon. This is where effect factors can help make sense of the situation. If
the demon is dominant in quality, scale, and potency, then the PCs can try to
understand the factors, and take actions to address them. What'’s the demon
vulnerable to? They can use that to remove its potency (and seize that advantage
for themselves). What scale is it? They need to bring more troops. Etc.

Effect factors are a way to codify the situation into a few key factors so it’s
easier to talk about what needs to change in order to have the desired effect.
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TRADING POSITION FOR EFFECT

After factors are considered and the GM has announced the effect level, a player
might want to trade position for effect, or vice versa. For instance, if they’re going
to make a risky roll with standard effect (the most common scenario, generally),
they might instead want to push their luck and make a desperate roll but with
great effect.

This kind of trade-off isn’t included in the effect factors because it’s not an element
the GM should assess when setting the effect level. Once the level is set, though,
you can always offer the trade-off to the player if it makes sense in the situation.

“I Prowl across the courtyard and vault over the wall, hiding in the
shadows by the canal dock and Lyssa’s gondola.”

“I don’t think you can make it across in one quick dash. The scale of the
courtyard is a factor here, so your effect will be limited. Let’s say you can get
halfway across with this action, then you’ll have to Prowl through the other
half of the space (and the rest of the guards there) to reach the other side.”

“Ididn’t realize it was that far. Hnmm. Okay, what if I just go as fast as I can.
Can 1 get all the way across if I make a desperate roll?”

“Yep, sounds good to me!”

EFFECTS IN THE FICTION

Effects aren’t simply a matter of a level name or ticking clock segments. After
the action roll, when you narrate the outcome, answer the effect questions by
describing what happens “on screen” The answers to the questions will tell the
group what the new situation is like, creating a natural bridge to further actions.

For a simple action, the effect level determines the end result. Do you achieve your
goal partially; fully, or with great effect? For a more complex obstacle, the GM creates a
progress clock to track the effort made to overcome it. You tick a number of segments
on the clock depending on the effect level of your action and the factors involved.
When you fill the clock, the obstacle is overcome. See Progress Clocks, page 15.

For example, if the player says “I shove him and run away,” that might be
a simple action. It will have limited, standard, or great effect on the enemy,
resulting in a new situation. The enemy might be slowed down (limited),
knocked off their feet and delayed in the chase (standard), or even injured by
a powerful throw (great)—depending on the assessment of the factors at hand.

Ifthe player says, “I engage this guy in a knife fight to the death,” that might be
a more complex obstacle. The GM creates a clock for the thug’s level of threat,
then there are several action rolls to resolve the fight, each ticking the clock
according to the effect level (and risking consequences from the outcome of each).

Go with your gut and use simple or complex obstacles as you like, moment to
moment in play. There’s no hard and fast rule for what’s “simple” or “complex.”



WHY WE D0 THIS

The reason we assess effect is to set expectations and make the fictional situation
more clear, so everyone is on the same page.

You tangle with the Hive enforcer, blade to blade. Do you inflict a grievous
mortal wound? Do you only give them a shallow cut? Why are you having the
effect that you have? How could it be worse? How could it be better?

By assessing effect and describing it in the fiction, the players understand how
much progress they’re making and how much they’re risking. By understanding
effect, the group understands how many actions (and risk of consequences) will
be needed to achieve their goals. Maybe a shallow cut is all you need to prove
your point. Maybe nothing short of death will suffice. After each instance of
action, effect, and consequences, the players know where they stand, and can
make informed decisions about what to do next.

If you've played other roleplaying games or video games, you're probably familiar
with the concept of “hit points” for a character or a progress bar during a boss fight.
The effect system in Blades is this type of pacing mechanic, abstracted so it can apply
to any type of situation, from fighting, to social manipulation, investigations, arcane
powers, infiltration, whatever! Every action has an explicit effect that everyone
playing the game can understand—either resolving the current situation so we
can move on to the next one, or incrementing progress toward the current goal.

CONSEQUENCES

When a PC suffers an effect from an enemy or a dangerous situation, it’s called
a consequence. Consequences are the companion to effects. PCs have effect on
the world around them and they suffer consequences in return from the risks
they face. See page 30 for details on consequences and how they impact the
player characters.
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SETTING POSITION & EFFECT

The GM sets position and effect for an action roll at the same time, after the player
says what theyre doing and chooses their action. Usually, Risky / Standard is
the default combination, modified by the action being used, the strength of the
opposition, and the effect factors.

When you first start learning the game, you might step through the process with
some deliberation, but after a bit of practice, you’ll be able to set position and
effect with a quick “gut feeling” that can then be tweaked if a PC has a particular
ability or item or some other element to consider as a special case.

The ability to set position and effect as independent variables gives you nine
combinations to choose from, to help you convey a wide array of fictional
circumstances.

For example, if a scoundrel is facing off alone against a small enemy gang,
the situation might be:
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# She fights the gang straight up, rushing into their midst, hacking away in a
wild SKIRMISH. In this case, being threatened by the larger force lowers her
position to indicate greater risk, and the scale of the gang reduces her effect
(Desperate / Limited).

# She fights the gang from a choke-point, like a narrow alleyway where their
numbers can’t overwhelm her at once. She’s not threatened by several at once,
so her risk is similar to a one-on-one fight, but there’s still a lot of enemies to
deal with, so her effect is reduced (Risky / Limited).

® She doesn'’t fight the gang, instead trying to maneuver her way past them
and escape. She’s still under threat from many enemy attacks, so her position
is worse, but if the ground is open and the gang can't easily corral her, then
her effect for escaping isn’t reduced (Desperate / Standard). If she had some
immediate means of escape (like leaping onto a speeding carriage), then her
effect might even be increased (Desperate / Great).

@ The gang isn’t aware of her yet—she’s set up in a sniper position on a nearby
roof. She takes a shot against one of them. Their greater numbers aren’t a
factor, so her effect isn’t reduced, and she’s not immediately in any danger
(Controlled / Great). Maybe instead she wants to fire off a salvo of suppressing fire
against the whole gang, in which case their scale applies (Controlled / Limited).
If the gang is on guard for potential trouble, her position is more dangerous
(Risky / Great). If the gang is alerted to a sniper, then the effect may be reduced
further, as they scatter and take cover (Risky / Limited). If the gang is able
to muster covering fire while they fall back to a safe position, then things are
even worse for our scoundrel (Desperate / Limited).
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CONSEQUENCES & HARM

Enemy actions, bad circumstances, or the outcome of | REDUCED EFFECT
aroll can inflict consequences on a PC. There are five
types (at right).

COMPLICATION
LosT OPPORTUNITY
A given circumstance might result in one or more
consequences, depending on the situation. The GM
determines the consequences, following from the | HARM
fiction and the style and tone established by the game

group.

REDUCED EFFECT

This consequence represents impaired performance. The PC’s action isn't as effective
as theyd anticipated. You hit him, but it’s only a flesh wound. She accepts the forged
invitation, but she'll keep her eye on you throughout the night. You're able to scale the
wall, but it’s slow going—you're only halfway up. This consequence essentially reduces
the effect level of the PC’s action by one after all other factors are accounted for.

COMPLICATION

This consequence represents trouble, mounting danger, or a new threat. The GM
might introduce an immediate problem that results from the action right now:
the room catches fire, you're disarmed, the crew takes +1 HEAT from evidence
or witnesses, you lose status with a faction, the target evades you and now it’s a
chase, reinforcements arrive, etc.

‘WORSE POSITION

Or the GM might tick a clock for the complication, instead. Maybe there’s a clock
for the alert level of the guards at the manor. Or maybe the GM creates a new clock
for the suspicion of the noble guests at the masquerade party and ticks it. Fill one
tick on a clock for a minor complication or two ticks for a standard complication.

A serious complication is more severe: reinforcements surround and trap you,
the room catches fire and falling ceiling beams block the door, your weapon is
broken, the crew suffers +2 HEAT, your target escapes out of sight, etc. Fill three
ticks on a clock for a serious complication.

Don’t inflict a complication that negates a successful roll. If a PC tries to
corner an enemy and gets a 4/5, don't say that the enemy escapes. The player’s
roll succeeded, so the enemy is cornered... maybe the PC has to wrestle them
into position and during the scuffle the enemy grabs their gun.

LOST OPPORTUNITY

This consequence represents shifting circumstance. You had an opportunity to
achieve your goal with this action, but it slips away. To try again, you need a new
approach—usually a new form of action or a change in circumstances. Maybe
you tried to SKIRMISH with the noble to trap her on the balcony, but she evades
your maneuver and leaps out of reach. If you want to trap her now you’ll have to
try another way—maybe by SWAYING her with your roguish charm.



WORSE POSITION

This consequence represents losing control of the situation—the action carries
you into a more dangerous position. Perhaps you make the leap across to the
next rooftop, only to end up dangling by your fingertips. You haven't failed, but
you haven’t succeeded yet, either. You can try again, re-rolling at the new, worse
position. This is a good consequence to choose to show escalating action. A
situation might go from controlled, to risky, to desperate as the action plays out
and the PC gets deeper and deeper in trouble.

HARM

This consequence represents a long-lasting debility (or death). When you suffer
harm, record the specific injury on your character sheet equal to the level of harm
you suffer. If you suffer lesser harm, record it in the bottom row. If you suffer
moderate harm, write it in the middle row. If you suffer severe harm, record it
in the top row. See examples of harm and the harm tracker, below.

Your character suffers the penalty indicated at the end of the row if any or all harm
recorded in that row applies to the situation at hand. So, if you have “Drained”
and “Battered” harm in the bottom row, you’ll suffer reduced effect when you
try to run away from the Bluecoats. When you’re impaired by harm in the top
row (severe harm, level 3), your character is incapacitated and can’t do anything
unless you have help from someone else or push yourself to perform the action.

If you need to mark a harm level, but the row is already filled, the harm moves
up to the next row above. So, if you suffered standard harm (level 2) but had
no empty spaces in the second row, youd have to record severe harm (level 3),
instead. If you run out of spaces on the top row and need to mark harm there,
your character suffers a catastrophic, permanent consequence (loss of a limb,
sudden death, etc., depending on the circumstances).

ET N [):is character has three

, NEED harm: a “Shattered Right Leg”
3 Shattered Right Leg HELP  (level 3) plus “Drained” and
“Battered” (level 1). If they

suffer another level 1 harm, it
will move up to level 2. If they

1 Drained Battered R:;)Fl;(é]frn suffer another level 3 harm, it
will move up to level 4: Fatal.

2 -1D

HARM EXAMPLES

Fatal (4): Electrocuted, Drowned, Stabbed in the Heart.

Severe (3): Impaled, Broken Leg, Shot in Chest, Badly Burned, Terrified.
Moderate (2): Exhausted, Deep Cut to Arm, Concussion, Panicked, Seduced.
Lesser (1): Battered, Drained, Distracted, Scared, Confused.

Harm like “Drained” or “Exhausted” can be a good fallback consequence if there’s
nothing else threatening a PC (like when they spend all night STUDYING those
old books, looking for any clues to Lord Scurlock’s weaknesses before he strikes).
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RESISTANCE & ARMOR

When your PC suffers a consequence that you don't like, you can choose to resist
it. Just tell the GM, “No, I don’t think so. I'm resisting that” Resistance is always
automatically effective—the GM will tell you if the consequence is reduced in
severity or if you avoid it entirely. Then, you’ll make a resistance roll to see how
much stress your character suffers as a result of their resistance.

You make the roll using one of your character’s attributes (INSIGHT, PROWESS,
or RESOLVE). The GM chooses the attribute, based on the nature of consequences:

¢ INsIGHT: Consequences from deception or understanding.
¢ PrROWESS: Consequences from physical strain or injury.
¢ RESOLVE: Consequences from mental strain or willpower.

Your character suffers 6 stress when they resist, minus the highest die result
from the resistance roll. So, if you rolled a 4, youd suffer 2 stress. If you rolled
a 6, youd suffer zero stress. If you get a CRITICAL result, you also clear 1 stress.

Ian's character, Silas, is in a desperate SKIRMISH with several Red Sash duelists
and one of them lands a blow with their sword. Since the position was desperate,
the GM inflicts severe harm (modified by any other factors). They tell Ian to
record level 3 harm, “Gut Stabbed” on Silas’s sheet. lan decides to resist the
harm, instead. The GM says he can reduce the harm by one level if he resists
it. Inn rolls 3d for Silas’s PROWESS attribute and gets a 5. Silas takes 1 stress
and the harm is reduced to level 2, “Cut to the Ribs.”

Usually, a resistance roll reduces the severity of a consequence. If you're going to
suffer fatal harm, for example, a resistance roll would reduce the harm to severe,
instead. Or if you got a complication when you were sneaking into the manor
house, and the GM was going to mark three ticks on the “Alert” clock, shed only
mark two (or maybe one) if you resisted the complication.

You may only roll against a given consequence once.

The GM also has the option to rule that your character completely avoids the
consequence. For instance, maybe you're in a sword fight and the consequence is
getting disarmed. When you resist, the GM says that you avoid that consequence
completely: you keep hold of your weapon.

By adjusting which consequences are reduced vs. which are avoided, the
GM establishes the overall tone of your game. For a more daring game, most
consequences will be avoided. For a grittier game, most consequences will only
be reduced with resistance.

The GM may also threaten several consequences at once, then the player may
choose which ones to resist (and make rolls for each).

“She stabs you and then leaps off the balcony. Level 2 harm and you lose the
opportunity to catch her with fighting”

“I'll resist losing the opportunity by grappling her as she attacks. She can stab
me, but I don’t want to let her escape.”



RESISTANCE ROLL

o 1d for each ATTRIBUTE rating. You reduce or avoid the effects of
the consequence (GM chooses).

Suffer 6 stress minus the highest
die result.

CRITICAL: Clear 1 stress.

Once you decide to resist a consequence and roll, you suffer the stress indicated.
You can't roll first and see how much stress you'll take, then decide whether or
not to resist.

ARMOR

If you have a type of armor that applies to the situation, you can mark an armor
box to reduce or avoid a consequence, instead of rolling to resist.

Silas is taking level 2 harm, “Cut to the Ribs,” and the fight isn’t even over yet,
so lan decides to use Silas’s armor to reduce the harm. He marks the armor box
and the harm becomes level 1, “Bruised.” If Silas was wearing heavy armot, he
could mark a second armor box and reduce the harm again, to zero.

When an armor box is marked, it can’t be used again until it’s restored. All
of your armor is restored when you choose your load for the next score. See
Loadout, page 57.

DEATH

There are a couple ways for a PC to die:

¢ If they suffer level 4 fatal harm and they don't resist it, they die. Sometimes
this is a choice a player wants to make, because they feel like it wouldn’t make
sense for the character to survive or it seems right for their character to die here.

¢ If they need to record harm at level 3 and it’s already filled, they suffer a
catastrophic consequence, which might mean sudden death (depending on
the circumstances).

When your character dies, you have options:

@ You can create a new scoundrel to play. Maybe you “promote” one of the NPC
gang members to a PC, or create a brand new character who joins the crew.

@ You can transfer your character to the Ghost playbook and carry on as a spirit.
A ghost character can later become a Hull or a Vampire through play. See
page 213 for details about spirit characters.
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FORTUNE ROLL

The fortune roll is a tool the GM can use to disclaim decision making. You use
a fortune roll in two different ways:

When you need to make a determination about a situation the PCs aren’t
directly involved in and don’t want to simply decide the outcome.

The Lampblacks attack the Red Sashes. How does that turn out? The GM
makes a fortune roll for the Lampblacks and another for the Red Sashes. The
Lampblacks get a good result but the Red Sashes get limited effect. The GM
decides that the Red Sashes lose their drug den, but the Lampblacks suffer
some injuries in the skirmish.

When an outcome is uncertain, but no other roll applies to the situation at hand.

While pilfering the workshop of an alchemist, Nock is possessed by a vengeful
ghost. As control of his body slips away, Nock grabs a random potion bottle
and drinks it down. Will the arcane concoction have an effect on the spirit?
Will it poison Nock to death? Who knows? The GM makes a fortune roll to
see how it turns out.

When you make a fortune roll you may assess any trait rating to determine the
dice pool of the roll.

¢ When a faction takes an action with uncertain outcome, you might use their
Tier rating to make a fortune roll.

¢ When a gang operates independently, use their quality rating for a fortune roll.

¢ When a supernatural power manifests with uncertain results, you might use
its magnitude for a fortune roll.

¢ When a PC gathers information, you might make a fortune roll using their
action rating to determine the amount of the info they get.

If no trait applies, roll 1d for sheer luck or create a dice pool (from one to four)
based on the situation at hand. If two parties are directly opposed, make a fortune
roll for each side to see how they do, then assess the outcome of the situation by
comparing their performance levels.

The fortune roll is also a good tool to help the GM manage all the various moving
parts of the living city of Doskvol. Sometimes a quick roll is enough to answer a
question or inspire an idea for what might happen next.

Other examples of fortune rolls:

¢ The PCs instigate a war between two factions, then sit back and watch the
fireworks. How does it turn out? Does either side dominate? Are they both
made vulnerable by the conflict? Make a few fortune rolls to find out.

# A strange sickness, the Cold Slumber, is sweeping the city. How badly is Crow’s
Foot hit by the outbreak? The GM assigns a magnitude to the arcane plague,
and makes a fortune roll to judge the extent of its contamination.



FORTUNE ROLL

o 1d for each TRAIT rating. CRITICAL: Exceptional result / Great,
extreme effect.

° +1d for each MAJOR 6: Good result / Standard, full effect.
ADVANTAGE.
4/5: Mixed result/ Limited, partial effect.

-1d f h Majo
‘ S i 1-3: Bad result / Poor, little effect.

DISADVANTAGE.

¢ The Hound stakes out a good spot and makes a sniper shot against Bazso Baz
when he enters his office. The controlled HUNT roll is a success, but is great
effect enough to instantly kill the gang leader? Instead of making a progress
clock for Bazso's mortality, the GM decides to use a simple fortune roll with his
“toughness” as a trait to see if he can possibly survive the attack. The roll is a
4/5: the bullet misses his heart, but hits him in the lung—it’s a mortal wound.
He’s on death’s door, with only hours to live, unless the Lampblacks can get
an expert physicker to him in time.

FORTUNE ROLL

@ Inspectors are putting a case together against the PC crew. How quickly will
their evidence result in arrests? The crew’s WANTED LEVEL counts as a major
advantage for the inspectors.

# The PCs face off in a skirmish with a veteran leviathan hunter captain and her
crew. The tide of battle goes in the PCs’ favor, and many crew members are
killed. One of the players asks if the captain will surrender to spare the rest of
her crew’s lives. The GM isn’t sure. How cold-hearted is this veteran hunter?
She’s stared giant demons in the eye without flinching... is there anything
human left inside her? The GM makes a 2d fortune roll for “human feelings”
to see if a spark of compassion remains in heart. If so, maybe one of the PCs
can roll to CONSORT, SWAY, or COMMAND her to stand down.




GATHERING INFORMATION

The flow of information from the GM to the players about the fictional world is
very important in a roleplaying game. By default, the GM tells the players what
their characters perceive, suspect, and intuit. But there’s just too much going on
to say everything—it would take forever and be boring, too. The players have a
tool at their disposal to more fully investigate the fictional world.

When you want to know something specific about the fictional world, your
character can gather information. The GM will ask you how your character
gathers the info (or how they learned it in the past).

If its common knowledge, the GM will simply answer your questions. If there’s
an obstacle to the discovery of the answer, an action roll is called for. If it's not
common knowledge but there’s no obstacle, a simple fortune roll determines the
quality of the information you gather.

For instance, if you decide to grab Avrick the powder dealer and COMMAND him
to talk, you could ask, “Where does he get his supply?” Avrick isn't tough enough to
stand up to you, so it’s a simple fortune roll to see how much he talks. On a 1-3, he
admits that he gets his supply from the Red Sashes. On a 4/5, he also tells you that he
works for the Sashes because they forced him to. On a 6, he also reveals the time and
place that he picks up the stash each week. On a critical, he'll even tell you a secret
that he discovered: the Sashes get the drugs from diplomatic couriers from Iruvia.

Each attempt to gather information takes time. If the situation allows, you can try
again if you don't initially get all the info that you want. But often, the opportunity
is fleeting, and you’ll only get one chance to roll for that particular question.

Some example questions are on the bottom of the character sheet. The GM
always answers honestly, but with a level of detail according to the level of effect.

The most common gather information actions are SURVEYING the situation to
reveal or anticipate what’s going on and STUDYING a person to understand what
they intend to do or what they’re really thinking.

Sometimes, you'll have to maneuver yourself into position before you can gather
information. For example, you might have to PROWL to a good hiding place first
and then STUDY the cultists when they perform their dark ritual.

INVESTIGATION
Some questions are too complex to answer immediately with a single gather
information roll. For instance, you might want to discover the network of
contraband smuggling routes that the Hive uses throughout Duskwall. In these
cases, the GM will tell you to start a long-term project that you work on during
downtime (see page 154).

You track the investigation project using a progress clock. Once the clock is filled,
you have the evidence you need to ask several questions about the subject of your
investigation as if you had great effect.



GATHER INFORMATION

Ask a question and GREAT: You get exceptional details. The
make an action roll or information is complete and follow-up questions
a fortune roll. The GM may expand into related areas or reveal more than
answers you honestly, you hoped for.

with a level of detail STANDARD: You get good details. Clarifying and
7617?”‘11'"8' on the effect follow-up questions are possible.

evel.

LiMITED: You get incomplete or partial
information. More information gathering will
be needed to get all the answers.

EXAMPLES & QUESTIONS

¢ You might ATTUNE to the ghost field to see echoes of recent spirit activity.
Have any new ghosts been here? How can I find the spirit well that’s calling to
them? What should I be worried about?

¢ You might COMMAND a local barkeep to tell you what he knows about the
secret meetings held in his back room. What’s really going on here? What’s he
really feeling about this? Is he part of this secret group?

¢ You might CONSORT with a well-connected friend to learn secrets about an
enemy, rival, or potential ally. What do they intend to do? What might I suspect
about their motives? How can I discover leverage to manipulate them?

¢ You might HUNT a courier across the city, to discover who's receiving satchels
of coin from Mylera Klev. Where does the package end up? How can I find out
who signed for the package at City Hall?

¢ You might STUDY ancient and obscure books to discover an arcane secret.
How can I disable the runes of warding? Will anyone sense if they’re disabled?

¢ Or you might STUDY a person to read their intentions and feelings. What are
they really feeling? How could I get them to trust me?

¢ You might SURVEY a manor house to case it for a heist. What’s a good point
of infiltration? What's the danger here?

¢ Or you might SURVEY a charged situation when you meet another gang. What'’s
really going on here? Are they about to attack us?

¢ You might SwAY Lord Strangford at a party so he divulges his future plans.
What does he intend to do? How can I get him to think I might be a good partner
in this venture?

¢ Or you might SwAY Strangford’s bodyguard to confide in you about recent
events. Where has he been lately? Who's he been meeting with?
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EXAMPLE OF PLAY

SHOWDOWN AT THE DOCKS

The Billhooks, an NPC street gang, have been encroaching on the drug-sales
territory of the PC crew (“the Bloodletters”), down by the docks. The players left
their crew at weak hold for a while, so the GM decided to show that weakness
by describing Billhooks milling around in their turf, talking to customers, and
generally ignoring the Bloodletters’ claim to the streets.

In this session, the GM casually mentions that a Billhook is selling “spark” in a
nearby alleyway, and that tips the scale—Arcy, Canter, and Oskarr (the PCs) have
had enough! They gather their gang and come out in force to run the Billhooks
off. It’s a display of dominance to see who flinches first. A Bluecoat patrol notices
the two armed gangs squaring off and decides to wait on the sidelines for the
moment—Ilet them sort it out a bit first.

Arcy makes the opening move, getting up in the face of the first Billhook. She
stares him down, ice cold, and says, “You think this is gonna be your moment,
but it’s not. Get gone before we put you down.” Sounds like a COMMAND roll,
and that’s what Sean (Arcy’s player) chooses. The GM reveals that this is Coran,
second-in-command and the son of the leader of the Billhooks, and there’s no way
he can lose face by backing down right away. It’s a risky roll with limited effect.

Sean gets 3d for Arcy’s COMMAND rating, plus 1d for an assist from Oskarr (the
weird Whisper of the crew). Oskarr’s player, Stras, describes how the demonic
eyeball on Oskarr’s spirit mask rotates around and glares unblinking at Coran—
enough to freak anyone out, but the Bloodletters also have a reputation as brutal
killers who are involved in some kind of dark magic, so that’s a perfect assist in
this battle of nerves. Sean rolls 4d and gets a 4/5: partial success.

Arcy does what she’s trying to do, and intimidates the Billhooks. The GM describes
Arcy’s limited effect: “When you stare Coran down, you see him freeze up. He
really doesn’t want to mess with you but he’s terrified of looking weak in front
of his gang. You notice a few members shuffle nervously and start to back away.”

It was a partial success, though, so Arcy suffers a consequence from it, too. Harm
doesn’t seem to apply here (not yet). A complication makes sense, though. The
GM says that Coran’s three bodyguards become enraged when Arcy speaks to
the boss’s son like that. They draw their weapons and close in on Arcy. If she
even twitches, they’ll be on her before she can draw her sword.

Sean decides to resist the consequence. Arcy’s gonna need her sword if this turns
into a battle, especially if it starts with a three-on-one attack on her. Sean rolls
2d for Arcy’s PROWESS attribute and gets a 4. She takes 2 stress and avoids the
complication. The Billhooks think they have her in a bad spot, but she’ll be a lot
faster than they expect, and won't be surrounded or unarmed when they attack.
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The Bloodletters have a savage gang, and now that weapons are drawn, they
will certainly go on the attack—unless someone does something to make the
Billhooks back oft right now, it’s gonna be a fight.

Sean and Stras discuss some options for how they might further intimidate the
Billhooks, maybe even by busting out some arcane power to get even greater effect
on them, but Adam (Canter’s player) steps in and takes the initiative. “Screw it,”
he says, “Canter just walks up and shoots Coran in the kneecap. “That’s how it is,
fool” Everyone shakes their heads and chuckles, of course he does! This is how
Canter Haig solves problems.

So what action is this? Adam thinks and says, “Well, I mean, I'm still trying to force
them to do something. I'm shooting a gun, but 'm not Skirmishing or Hunting
here. I'm forcing him to give this nonsense up. So its Command... which I have zero
dice in, ha. Here we go.” Sean immediately volunteers to take 1 stress to give Adam
1d for an assist—Arcy is already helping, being her scary badass self. Adam asks
for a Devil's Bargain, and the GM has one: regardless of how this turns out, Coran
is going to mark Canter as someone too reckless and dangerous to leave alive.
Canter is going to the top of the Billhooks’ hit-list. Adam agrees, and takes +1d.

The GM says it’s a desperate roll, because obviously it is. Adam rolls 2d and gets...
two sixes—a CRITICAL success! He grins, “That’s how you do it, people.” Blam!
Coran takes a bullet to the knee and Canter commands the Billhooks to back off.
With a CRITICAL success, Canter’s effect is increased, from standard to great. Is
that enough to make them back down?

The GM says, “I don’'t know... I mean, great effect is impressive. You ‘achieve
more than usual’ it says in the rules—you get an additional benefit. But youre
also shooting the boss’s son! Would they back down after that? Even with great
effect? It’s hard to imagine it. Maybe, instead, all the Billhooks flee while your
gang chases them off, but Coran’s three bodyguards attack. And you keep the
initiative, Canter, because of your critical here. How’s that?”

“That makes sense, yeah, but hold on,” Adam says, “I can push myself for extra
effect, right? If Canter takes 2 stress for +1 effect, to make it extreme effect, is that
enough to just shut all this down and dominate them right now?”

“Oh, wow, yeah, that would do it. Nice! So, boom, that’s it. Arcy stares them all
down, Oskarr creeps everyone out, Canter shoots Coran—and just like that, the
Billhooks fold like a napkin and disappear from your turf. The Bluecoat sergeant
that was watching tips his cap to you, like, ‘Alright then, no problems here, and
that’s the end of it”

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

¢ Could the GM have run this situation using progress clocks? Maybe make
a “Morale” clock for each gang and tick them according to the effect and
consequences from the rolls? How would that go? Does that seem like an
easier or harder way for you to handle it as a GM?

¢ What about Canter’s final effect level? Do you think he needed extreme effect
for that result, or was great enough already? How would you judge it?



PCVS. PC

Situations may arise in play in which two or more PCs come into conflict. How
do you deal with this? In general, the rules for PC vs. PC action are the same as
the rules for PC vs. NPC action. It’s still action rolls, resistance rolls, fortune rolls;
effects and consequences; and resolution into a new situation. But it’s a good
idea to follow some guidelines when it comes to PC vs. PC conflict.

1. Pause the game. When a PC comes into conflict with another PC, pause the
game. It’s a time-out in the fictional space, while the players talk things through.
Don’t be in a big rush to roll dice. Slow everything way down. This isn't a “who
talks first wins” situation (and especially not “who talks more or loudest”).

“Who goes first?” is sometimes the question players fixate on, especially if things
are about to get violent. Usually, the answer is clear from the situation: someone
has the initiative and someone else is reacting. If it isn’t clear, you can make
fortune rolls—each player rolls an action rating and you compare the results.

2. Agree to the resolution methods. Talk it through, figure out the rolls, and
discuss the consequences at stake. Don't try to resolve the situation until
everyone agrees to the methods you're about to use. If you have an objection or
an alternate idea, speak up! If the players can’t agree to a method, then you're
deadlocked. You can’t proceed without everyone’s consent, so this conflict
just isn't going to happen. Maybe the PCs get in each other’s faces and act
like they’re going to tangle, but then, nope... it fizzles and they back off. This
happens in fiction a lot, and it’s okay if it happens in the game.

It’s a good idea to ask each other questions to help establish the resolution, rather
than trying to impose your will. You might ask, “Can Vale be Swayed here?
What would it take?” or, “Is Jewel within reach if I draw my sword now and
attack?” or, “How vicious is Cyr going to be? Do you really want to hurt me?”

3. Abide by the results. Once you've agreed to the methods, then follow them
through and abide by the outcomes. You can roll resistance to avoid bad results,
as usual, so don't try to weasel out of it some other way if things don’t turn
out the way you hoped.

Note that this is not a “player vs. player” system. When characters come into
conflict, the players must still collaborate and make judgment calls together,
as usual. Conflicts between players are outside the scope of the game; they
can't be resolved with the dice rolls and mechanics of Blades in the Dark. If the
players—not their characters—are in conflict, you’ll have to work it out using
social methods, then return to the game when it’s resolved. Don't try to use the
game as a way to dodge or replace a normal social interaction to resolve person-
to-person conflict.
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COIN & STASH

COIN

COIN is an abstract measure of cash and liquid assets. The term is Akorosian
slang from the days of the old Imperial treasury, which minted special bank coins
of solid gold—each one valuable enough to cover a major transaction. “Flashing
a coin” was considered an ostentatious display of wealth. These days, everyone
uses small silver pieces for currency, commonly called “slugs” or “scales”

The few silver pieces the PCs use in their daily lives are not tracked. If a scoundrel
wants to toss a few silver around to achieve a small goal (bribe a doorman), use
the PC’s lifestyle quality for a fortune roll (see Stash, at right).

MONETARY VALUES

¢ 1 coIN: A full purse of silver pieces. A week’s wages.

¢ 2 COIN: A fine weapon. A weekly income for a small business. A fine piece of
art. A set of luxury clothes.

¢ 4 cOIN: A satchel full of silver. A month’s wages.
# 6 COIN: An exquisite jewel. A heavy burden of silver pieces.

¢ 8 coIN: A good monthly take for a small business. A small safe full of coins
and valuables. A very rare luxury commodity.

¢ 10 coIN: Liquidating a significant asset—a carriage and goats, a horse, a deed
to a small property.

More than 4 COIN is an impractical amount to keep lying around. You must
spend the excess or put it in your stash (see below). A crew can also store 4 COIN
in their lair, by default. If they upgrade to a vault, they can expand their stores
to 8 and then 16 COIN. Any COIN beyond their limit must be spent as soon as
possible (typically before the next score) or distributed among the crew members.

One unit of COIN in silver pieces or other bulk currency takes up one item slot
for your load when carried.

COIN USE

¢ Spend 1 COIN to get an additional activity during downtime (page 153).

¢ Spend 1 COIN to increase the result level of a downtime activity roll (page 153).
¢ Spend COIN to avoid certain crew entanglements (page 150).

¢ Put COIN in your character’s stash to improve their lifestyle and circumstances
when they retire. See the next page.

¢ Spend coIN when you advance your crew’s Tier (see page 44).



STASH & RETIREMENT

When you mark your character’s final TRAUMA and they retire, the amount of
COIN they’ve managed to stash away determines their fate. Your stash tracker
is on your character sheet.

# Stash 0-10: Poor soul. You end up in the gutter, awash in vice and misery.
# Stash 11-20: Meager. A tiny hovel that you can call your own.

# Stash 21-39: Modest. A simple home or apartment, with some small comforts.
You might operate a tavern or small business.

# Stash 40: Fine. A well-appointed home or apartment, claiming a few luxuries.
You might operate a medium business.

In addition, each full row of stash (10 coins) indicates the quality level of the
scoundrel’s lifestyle, from zero (street life) to four (luxury).

Canter Haig is a scoundrel who cares a great deal about his sartorial swagger,
and Adam, his player, often describes Canter as modeling the most stylish and
outrageous fashion to impress his peers. But he’s just some street scoundrel,
right? How impressive is his six-collared coat, really? The GM can call for a
Jfortune roll using Canter lifestyle level as the dice pool to find out how much
impact the attire has.

Cross wants some alone-time with a prospective new friend, but he can’t take
them back to the hidden lair where he lives, so what to do? Ryan, Crosss player,
says he wants to rent a nice room for the evening, so the GM asks for a fortune
roll using Crosss lifestyle rating to see what quality of room Cross can manage.

REMOVING COIN FROM YOUR STASH

If you want to pull cOIN out of your stash, you may do so, at a cost. Your character
sells off some of their assets and investments in order to get some quick cash.
For every 2 stash removed, you get 1 COIN in cash. .

COIN & STASH
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THE FACTION GAME

Doskvol is a city of crime, top to bottom. Every faction preys on others to survive.
Alliances are fleeting, vendettas are bloody. Into this chaos of corruption and violence
your fledgling crew has set its course. Will you be crushed, or will you rise up?

TIER

Take a look at the factions on page 282. Each notable faction of the city is ranked
by Tier—a measure of wealth, influence, and scale. At the highest level are the
Tier V and VI factions, the true powers of the city. Your crew begins at Tier 0.

You’'ll use your Tier rating to roll dice when you acquire an asset, as well as for
any fortune roll for which your crew’s overall power level and influence is the
primary trait. Most importantly, your Tier determines the quality level of your
items as well as the quality and scale of the gangs your crew employs—and
thereby what size of enemy you can expect to handle.

GANG SCALE BY TIER

® TIER V. Massive gangs. (80 people) ¢ TIER II. Medium gangs. (12 people)
¢ TIER IV. Huge gangs. (40 people) ~ ® TIER I Small gangs. (3-6 people)

® TIER III. Large gangs. (20 people) ¢ TIER o. 1 or 2 people

HOLD

On the faction ladder next to the Tier numbers is a letter indicating the strength
of each faction’s hold. Hold represents how well a faction can maintain their
current position on the ladder. W indicates weak hold. S indicates strong hold.
Your crew begins with strong hold at Tier 0.

DEVELOPMENT

To move up the ladder and develop your crew, you need REP. REP is a measure
of clout and renown. When you accrue enough REP, the other factions take you
more seriously and you attract the support needed to develop and grow.

When you complete a score, your crew earns 2 REP. If the target of the score is
higher Tier than your crew, you get +1 REP per Tier higher. If the target of the
score is lower Tier, you get -1 REP per Tier lower (minimum zero).

You need 12 REP to fill the REP tracker on your crew sheet. When you fill the
tracker, do one of the following:

¢ If your hold is weak, it becomes strong. Reset your REP to zero.

¢ If your hold is strong, you can pay to increase your crew Tier by one. This
costs COIN equal to your new Tier x 8. As long as your REP tracker is full,
you don’t earn new REP (12 is the max). Once you pay and increase your Tier,
reset your REP to zero and reduce your hold to weak.



TURF

Another way to contribute to the crew’s development is by acquiring turf. When
you seize and hold territory, you establish a more stable basis for your REP. Each
piece of turf that you claim represents abstracted support for the crew (often a
result of the fear you instill in the citizens on that turf).

Turf is marked on your REP tracker (see the example below). Each piece of turf
you hold reduces the REP cost to develop by one. So, if you have 2 turf, you need
10 REP to develop. If you have 4 turf, you need 8 REP to develop. You can hold a
maximum of 6 turf. When you develop and reset your REP, you keep the marks
from all the turf you hold.

If you hold 3 pieces of turf, you need
only 9 REP to develop, instead of 12.

When you develop, you’ll clear the 9 REP marks, but keep the 3 turf marks. Mark turf on the
right side, to show the ‘cap” on how much REP is needed.

Also, when you acquire turf, you expand the scope of your crew’s hunting
grounds. See page 93 for details.

REDUCING HOLD

You may perform an operation specifically to reduce the hold of another faction,
if you know how they’re vulnerable. If the operation succeeds, the target faction
loses 1 level of hold. If their hold is weak and it drops, the faction loses 1 Tier
and stays weak.

When a faction is at war (see page 46), it temporarily loses 1 hold.

Your crew can lose hold, too, following the same rules above. If your crew is
Tier 0, with weak hold, and you lose hold for any reason, your lair comes under
threat by your enemies or by a faction seeking to profit from your misfortune.

FACTION STATUS

Your crew’s status with each faction indicates how well you are liked or hated.
Status is rated from -3 to +3, with zero (neutral) being the default starting status.
You track your status with each faction on the faction sheet.

When you create your crew, you assign some positive and negative status ratings
to reflect recent history. The ratings will then change over time based on your
actions in play.

FACTION STATUS CHANGES

When you execute an operation, you gain -1 or -2 status with factions that are hurt
by your actions. You may also gain +1 status with a faction that your operation
helps. (If you keep your operation completely quiet then your status doesn't
change.) Your status may also change if you do a favor for a faction or if you
refuse one of their demands.
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FACTION STATUS LEVELS

¢ +3: ALLIES. This faction will help you even if it’s not in their best interest to do
so. They expect you to do the same for them.

¢ +2: FRIENDLY. This faction will help you if it doesn’t create serious problems
for them. They expect you to do the same.

¢ +1: HELPFUL. This faction will help you if it causes no problems or significant
cost for them. They expect the same from you.

¢ 0: NEUTRAL

¢ -1: INTERFERING. This faction will look for opportunities to cause trouble
for you (or profit from your misfortune) as long as it causes no problems or
significant cost for them. They expect the same from you.

¢ -2: HosTILE. This faction will look for opportunities to hurt you as long as it
doesn’t create serious problems for them. They expect you to do the same, and
take precautions against you.

¢ -3: WAR. This faction will go out of its way to hurt you even if it's not in their
best interest to do so. They expect you to do the same, and take precautions
against you. When you're at war with any number of factions, your crew suffers
+1 HEAT from scores, temporarily loses 1 hold, and PCs get only one downtime
action rather than two. You can end a war by eliminating your enemy or by
negotiating a mutual agreement to establish a new status rating.

Ifyour crew has weak hold when you go to war, the temporary loss of hold causes you
to lose one Tier. When the war is over, restore your crew’s Tier back to its pre-war level.

CLAIMS

Each crew sheet has a map of claims available to be seized (see the example for
the HAWKERS crew on the next page). The claim map displays a default roadmap
for your crew type. Claims should usually be seized in an orderly sequence, by
following the paths from the central square, the crew’s lair.

However, you may attempt to seize any claim on your map, ignoring the paths (or
even seek out a special claim not on your map) but these operations will always
be especially difficult and require exceptional efforts to discover and achieve.
The claim roadmap shows typical paths for advancement, not an absolute
restriction on your operations.

SEIZING A CLAIM

Every claim in Doskvol is already controlled by a faction. To acquire one for
yourself, you have to take it from someone else. To seize a claim, tell the GM
which claim on your map your crew intends to capture. The GM will detail the
claim with a location and a description and will tell you which faction currently
controls that claim. Or the GM might offer you a choice of a few options if
they’re available.



PERSONAL LOCAL
TURF CLOTHIER GRAFT LOOKOUTS INFORMANTS

LUXURY
TURF TURF TURF VENUE
FOREIGN VICE DEN SURPLUS COVER COVER
MARKET CACHE OPERATION IDENTITIES

If you choose to ignore the roadmap paths when seizing a claim, the GM might
tell you that you'll need to investigate and gather information in order to discover
a claim of that type before you can attempt to seize it.

Execute the operation like any other score, and if you succeed, you seize the
claim and the targeted faction loses the claim. (See Chapter 4: The Score on
page 125 for details.)

Seizing a claim is a serious attack on a faction, usually resulting in -2 faction
status with the target, and potentially +1 status with its enemies.

As soon as you seize a claim, you enjoy the listed benefit for as long as you hold
the claim. Some claims count as turf. Others provide special benefits to the crew,
such as bonus dice in certain circumstances, extra COIN generated for the crew’s
treasury, or new opportunities for action.

The Bloodletters (a crew of Hawkers who sell drugs) have grabbed a piece of
Turf from the Red Sashes (to the left of their Lair on the claims map): it’s an
intersection of street corners near the docks, where their gang now holds sway.
They want to claim a Vice Den next. The GM says that the tattoo parlor near
their new turf is a front for a Red Sash drug den in the basement—they see
users shuffling in and out all day. The Bloodletters gather their gang of Thugs
and assault the place, driving out and killing the Red Sashes, and seizing it
for their own. Taking these two claims drives their faction status with the Red
Sashes all the way down, to -3. Now they’re at war.

LOSING A CLAIM

An enemy faction may try to seize a claim that your crew holds. You can fight to
defend it, or negotiate a deal with the faction, depending on the situation. If you
lose a claim, you lose all the benefits of that claim. If your lair is lost, you lose the
benefits of all of your claims until you can restore your lair or establish a new
one. To restore or establish a new lair, accomplish a score to do so.
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ADVANCEMENT

PC ADVANCEMENT

Each player keeps track of the experience points (xp) that their character earns.
During the game session, mark xp:

¢ When you make a desperate action roll. Mark 1 xp in the attribute for the
action you rolled. For example, if you roll a desperate SKIRMISH action, you
mark xp in PROWESS. When you roll in a group action that’s desperate, you
also mark xp.

At the end of the session, review the xp triggers on your character sheet. For
each one, mark 1 xp if it happened at all, or mark 2 xp if it happened a lot during
the session. The xp triggers are:

¢ Your playbook-specific xp trigger. For example, the Cutter’s is “Address a
challenge with violence or coercion.” To “address a challenge,” your character
should attempt to overcome a tough obstacle or threat. It doesn’t matter if the
action is successful or not. You get xp either way.

¢ You expressed your beliefs, drives, heritage, or background. Your character’s
beliefs and drives are yours to define, session to session. Feel free to tell the
group about them when you mark xp.

¢ You struggled with issues from your vice or traumas. Mark xp for this if
your vice tempted you to some bad action or if a trauma condition caused you
trouble. Simply indulging your vice doesn’t count as struggling with it (unless
you overindulge, see Vice, page 156).

You may mark end-of-session xp on any xp tracks you want (any attribute or
your playbook xp track).

When you fill an xp track, clear all the marks and take an advance. When you
take an advance from your playbook track, you may choose an additional special
ability. When you take an advance from an attribute, you may add an additional
action dot to one of the actions under that attribute.

Nadja is playing a Hound. At the end of the session, she reviews her xp triggers
and tells the group how much xp she’s getting. She rolled two desperate HUNT
actions during the session, so she marked 2 xp on her INSIGHT xp track. She
addressed several challenges with tracking or violence, so she marks 2 xp for
that. She expressed her Iruvian heritage many times when dealing with the Red
Sashes, so she takes 2 xp for that. She also showcased her character’s beliefs,
but 2 xp is the maximum for that category, so she doesn’t get any more. She
didn’t struggle with her vice or traumas, so no xp there. That’s 4 xp at the end
of the session. She decides to put it all in her INSIGHT xp track. This fills the
track, so she adds a new action dot in HONT.

You can also earn xp by training during downtime. When you train, mark xp
in one of your attributes or in your playbook. A given xp track can be trained
only once per downtime phase. See Training, page 155.



CREW ADVANCEMENT

At the end of the session, review the crew xp triggers and mark 1 crew xp for

each item that occurred during the session. If an item occurred multiple times

or in a major way, mark 2 crew xp for it. The crew xp triggers are:

¢ Your crew-specific xp trigger. For example, the Smugglers’ is “Execute a
smuggling operation or acquire new clients or contraband sources.” If the crew
successfully completed an operation from this trigger, mark xp.

¢ Contend with challenges above your current station. If you tangled with
higher Tiers or more dangerous opposition, mark xp for this.

¢ Bolster your crew’s reputation or develop a new one. Review your crew’s
reputation. Did you do anything to promote it? Also mark xp if you developed
a new reputation for the crew.

¢ Express the goals, drives, inner conflict, or essential nature of the crew.
This one is very broad! Essentially, did anything happen that highlighted the
specific elements that make your crew unique?

When you fill your crew advancement tracker, clear the marks and take a new
special ability or mark two crew upgrade boxes.

For example, when a crew of Assassins earns a crew advance, they could take
a new special ability, like Predators. Or they could mark two upgrades, like
Ironhook Contacts and Resolve Training.

Say how you've obtained this new ability or upgrades for the crew. Where did it
come from? How does it become a new part of the crew?

PROFITS
Every time the crew advances, each PC gets +1 stash (+2 per crew Tier) as a bonus
payment, to represent profits generated by the crew as they’ve been operating.

CHANGING PLAYBOOKS OR CREW TYPE

A player might want to change their character to a different playbook (a Cutter
becomes a Lurk), or the group may decide to shift their crew to a new type
(Hawkers become Assassins). There are two ways to do this.

¢ The change represents a “rebuild” of the character or crew. For instance, if
the PC was created as a Lurk, but after a couple sessions, the player realizes
that the Hound playbook is a better fit for what they want to play. In this case,
re-create the character or crew anew using the new sheet, keeping the same
number of advances already earned.

¢ The change represents growth into something new, leaving the old life behind.
In this case, transfer the action ratings of a PC or the upgrades of a crew to
the new sheet (keeping the same total number of action dots or upgrades; you
don’t get the “free” elements of the new playbook as extra advancement). You
may keep some of the special abilities already earned as Veteran advances. A
crew might also keep their claims—assess each one to see if it makes sense in
the fiction to keep it with the new crew type.
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CHAPTER 2

CHARACTERS

Doskvol needs the unwanted and the forgotten—to fill the workhouses, the leviathan
hunter ships, the chain gangs of the deathlands scavengers. The power structures of
the world are designed to use you up and cast you aside, fattening the coffers of the
rich and powerful, leaving you broken, with nothing. You are the dregs of the city.
The disposable nobodies. But that will not be your fate. You will not be a victim.
You will show them who you really are. They will know your name.

SCOUNDRELS

Every player character in Blades in the Dark is a daring criminal of the underworld
of Doskvol, known in common parlance as a scoundrel. Scoundrels are familiar
with all of the various feats of skulduggery represented by the actions of the
game. They’re all able to SKIRMISH in a knife-fight, PROWL in the shadows,
ATTUNE to strange energy, CONSORT with contacts for information, and so on.

Because of the way the dice system works, every scoundrel can roll at least 2d
for any action in the game (+1d from pushing or a Devil’s Bargain, and a +1d
assist from a teammate). A roll of 2d is pretty good, statistically—a 75% chance
of success. This means that all of the “zero rating” actions on your character sheet
don’t actually represent deficiencies or gaps of skill; they indicate the actions for
which your character is likely to burn stress and rely on teamwork. As a scoundrel
of the Dusk, with your crew at your back, you can attempt almost anything.

Of course, you'll also have your specializations and skills, the qualities that make
your character uniquely effective in the criminal world. You might want the ability
to compel obedience from ghosts and channel electroplasmic energy through
your body, or maybe you want to manipulate the network of the underworld to
your advantage and see danger before it strikes, or maybe you just want to be the
deadliest fighter with a blade. In this chapter, you'll learn how to create your own
unique scoundrel and choose the abilities that suit the style of play you prefer.
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CHARACTER CREATION

CHOOSE A PLAYBOOK

A playbook is what we call the sheet with all the specific rules to play a certain
character type in Blades in the Dark. Rather than a general “scoundrel” sheet, the
game has seven customized playbooks. By choosing a playbook, you're choosing
which type of scoundrel your character is. The playbooks are:

Cutters are good at winning fights, with violence and with
intimidation. Play a Cutter if you want to get your way.

Hounds are good at tracking things down and also long-distance
combat. Play a Hound if you want to choose your battles.

Leeches are good at using alchemy and wrecking stuff with
sabotage. Play a Leech if you want to be creative with weird tools.

Lurks are good at sneaking around and breaking into places.
Play a Lurk if you want to slink around in the shadows.

Slides are good at social situations and subterfuge. Play a Slide
if you want to manipulate and deceive people.

Spiders are good at masterminding maneuvers. Play a Spider
if you want to assist teammates and deal with other factions.

Whispers are good at magical stuff and dealing with ghosts. Play
a Whisper if you want to meddle with arcane powers.

When you choose a playbook, youre choosing a set of special abilities (which
give your character ways to break the rules in various ways) and a set of xp
triggers (which determine how you earn experience for character advancement).
But every playbook represents a scoundrel at heart. The Cutter has special abilities
related to combat, but that doesn’t mean they’re “the fighter” of the game. Any
character type can fight well. Think of your playbook as an area of focus and
preference, but not a unique skill set.

This is why we call them “playbooks” rather than “character classes” or
“archetypes.” You're selecting the set of initial action ratings and special abilities
that your character has access to—but you're not defining their immutable essence
or true nature. Your character will grow and change over time; who they become
is part of the fun of playing the game.



Your playbook choice also represents how the other scoundrels of the underworld
see you. The names of the playbooks are underworld slang in Duskwall. If someone
solves their problems with weird occult stuff, people say they’re a “Whisper” If
they’re a smooth talker and shrewd manipulator, people might call them a “Slide”
Part of your character’s reputation is reflected by their playbook choice.

Each playbook is detailed in this section, starting on page 61.

Once you’ve chosen your playbook, follow the steps below to complete your
character.

CHOOSE A HERITAGE

Your character’s heritage describes where their family line is from. You may
be of any heritage of your choice, and then decide if you're a foreigner who has
immigrated to Doskvol or if you're a local who grew up here. When you choose
a heritage, circle it on the list on your playbook, then write a detail about your
family life on the line above. For example, you might choose SKOVLAN heritage,
and then write Factory workers from Lockport, now refugees. Or you might choose
IRUVIAN heritage and write Exiled nobility. Each heritage is described in brief,
below. For more details about these people and places, see page 308.

¢ AKOROS is the largest and most industrialized land in the Imperium, and is
home to the capitol city as well as Duskwall itself. They’re known as a diverse
conglomeration of cultures that have grown together in close proximity for
centuries, somewhat like Europe.

¢ If you want to be a rootless wanderer you could be from the DAGGER ISLES.
People there often grow up on ships and travel a lot before settling down.
They’re known as corsairs and merchants who live without lightning barriers—
dealing with spirits in other ways.

¢ If you want to be from a culture considered “foreign” by the locals, you could
be from IRUVIA, a rich and powerful desert kingdom far to the south. It’s
another diverse land of varying cultures similar to old Persia, Egypt, and India.

¢ If you want to be from a place considered “wild” by the rest of the empire, you
could be from SEVEROS. Outside the few Imperial settlements, most Severosi
live in nomadic horse-tribes scattered across the blasted deathlands, surviving
within the ruins of ancient arcane fortresses which still repel spirits.

¢ If you want to be from a marginalized people, you could be from SKOVLAN,
the island kingdom just across the sea from Doskvol. Skovlan was last to be
brought under Imperial rule, over the course of the 36-year Unity War (which
ended only a few years ago). Many Skovlander refugees who lost their homes
and jobs in the destruction of the war have come to Doskvol seeking new
opportunities.

¢ If you want to be weird, you can be from TYCHEROS. It’s a semi-mythical place,
far away beyond the northern Void Sea. Everyone says that the people there
are part-demon. If you choose Tycherosi heritage, also create a demonic felltale
(like black shark eyes, feathers instead of hair, etc.) that marks your character.
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CHOOSE A BACKGROUND

Your character’s background describes what they did before they joined the crew.
Choose one of the general background options from the list on your playbook,
then write a detail about it that’s specific to your character. For example, you could
choose LABOR, and then write Leviathan hunter sailor, mutineer. Or you might
choose LAw and write Former Bluecoat. See more examples below.

¢ AcADEMIC: A scholar, a professor or student from Doskvol Academy, a
philosopher or journalist, etc.

¢ LABOR: A servant, a factory worker, a coach driver, a docker, a sailor, a Rail
Jack, etc. A stevedore for the North Hook Company.

¢ Law: An advocate or barrister, a Bluecoat or inspector (or even Spirit Warden),
a prison guard from Ironhook, etc.

¢ TRADE: A shopkeeper, a merchant, a skilled crafts-person, a shipping agent,
etc. A liaison to the Ministry of Preservation.

¢ MILITARY: An Imperial or Skovlander soldier, a mercenary, an intelligence
operative, a strategist, a training instructor, etc.

¢ NoBLE: A dilettante, a courtier, the scion of a fallen house, etc.

¢ UNDERWORLD: A street urchin, gang member, young thug, or other outcast
who grew up on the streets.

ASSIGN FOUR ACTION DOTS

Your playbook begins with three action dots already placed. You get to add four
more dots (so you'll have seven total). At the start of the game, no action rating
may have more than two dots (unless a special ability tells you otherwise). Brief

descriptions of all the actions follow, on pages 58 and 59. Assign your four dots
like this:

¢ Put one dot in any action that you feel reflects your character’s heritage.
¢ Put one dot in any action that you feel reflects your character’s background.

¢ Assign two more dots anywhere you please (max rating is 2, remember).

CHOOSE A SPECIAL ABILITY

Take a look at the special abilities for your playbook and choose one. If you can't
decide which one to pick, go with the first one on the list—it’s placed there as a
good default choice.

SPECIAL ARMOR

Some special abilities refer to your special armor. Each character sheet has a
set of three boxes to track usage of armor (standard, heavy, and special). If you
have any abilities that use your special armor, tick its box when you activate one
of them. If you don’t have any special abilities that use special armor, then you
can’t use that armor box at all.



CHOOSE ONE CLOSE FRIEND AND ONE RIVAL

Each playbook has a list of NPCs that your character knows. Choose one from
the list who is a close relationship (a good friend, a lover, a family relation, etc.).
Mark the upward-pointing triangle next to their name. Then choose another
NPC on the list who’s your rival or enemy. Mark the downward-pointing triangle
next to their name.

CHOOSE YOUR VICE

Every scoundrel is in thrall to some vice or another, which they indulge to deal
with stress. Choose a vice from the list, and describe it on the line above with
the specific details and the name and location of your vice purveyor in the city.
For example, you might choose GAMBLING, then write Spogg’s dice game, Crow’s
Foot. You can create a vice purveyor or ask the GM to tell you about a couple
likely options for your vice. See a detailed list of vice purveyors on page 299.

¢ FAITH: You're dedicated to an unseen power, forgotten god, ancestor, etc.

¢ GAMBLING: You crave games of chance, betting on sporting events, etc.

¢ LuxURY: Expensive or ostentatious displays of opulence.

¢ OBLIGATION: You're devoted to a family, a cause, an organization, a charity, etc.
¢ PLEASURE: Gratification from lovers, food, drink, drugs, art, theater, etc.

¢ STUPOR: You seek oblivion in the abuse of drugs, drinking to excess, getting
beaten to a pulp in the fighting pits, etc.

¢ WEIRD: You experiment with strange essences, consort with rogue spirits,
observe bizarre rituals or taboos, etc.

RECORD YOUR NAME, ALIAS, & LOOK

Choose a name for your character from the sample list, or create your own. If
your character uses an alias or nickname in the underworld, make a note of
it. Record a few evocative words that describe your character’s look (samples
provided on the next page).

REVIEW YOUR DETAILS

Take a look at the details on your character sheet, especially the experience
triggers for your playbook (like “Earn xp when you address a challenge with
knowledge or arcane power;” for example) and the special items available to a
character of your type (like the Whisper’s spirit mask, for example). You begin
with access to all of the items on your sheet, so don’t worry about picking specific
things—you’ll decide what your character is carrying later on, when you’re on
the job (see Loadout, page 57).

Thats it! Your character is ready for play. When you start the first session, the GM
will ask you some questions about who you are, your outlook, or some past events.
If you don’t know the answers, make some up. Or ask the other players for ideas.
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NAMES

Adric, Aldo, Amosen, Andrel, Arden, Arlyn, Arquo, Arvus, Ashlyn, Branon,
Brace, Brance, Brena, Bricks, Candra, Carissa, Carro, Casslyn, Cavelle, Clave,
Corille, Cross, Crowl, Cyrene, Daphnia, Drav, Edlun, Emeline, Grine, Helles,
Hix, Holtz, Kamelin, Kelyr, Kobb, Kristov, Laudius, Lauria, Lenia, Lizete, Lorette,
Lucella, Lynthia, Mara, Milos, Morlan, Myre, Narcus, Naria, Noggs, Odrienne,
Orlan, Phin, Polonia, Quess, Remira, Ring, Roethe, Sesereth, Sethla, Skannon,
Stavrul, Stev, Syra, Talitha, Tesslyn, Thena, Timoth, Tocker, Una, Vaurin, Veleris,
Veretta, Vestine, Vey, Volette, Vond, Weaver, Wester, Zamira.

FAMILY NAMES

Ankhayat, Arran, Athanoch, Basran, Boden, Booker, Bowman, Breakiron,
Brogan, Clelland, Clermont, Coleburn, Comber, Daava, Dalmore, Danfield,
Dunvil, Farros, Grine, Haig, Helker, Helles, Hellyers, Jayan, Jeduin, Kardera,
Karstas, Keel, Kessarin, Kinclaith, Lomond, Maroden, Michter, Morriston,
Penderyn, Prichard, Rowan, Sevoy, Skelkallan, Skora, Slane, Strangford,
Strathmill, Templeton, Tyrconnell, Vale, Walund, Welker.

ALIASES

Bell, Birch, Bricks, Bug, Chime, Coil, Cricket, Cross, Crow, Echo, Flint, Frog,
Frost, Grip, Gunner, Hammer, Hook, Junker, Mist, Moon, Nail, Needle, Ogre,
Pool, Ring, Ruby, Silver, Skinner, Song, Spur, Tackle, Thistle, Thorn, Tick-Tock,
Twelves, Vixen, Whip, Wicker.

LOOKS
Man, Woman, Ambiguous, Concealed.

Affable, Athletic, Bony, Bright, Brooding, Calm, Chiseled, Cold, Dark, Delicate, Fair,
Fierce, Grimy, Handsome, Huge, Hunched, Languid, Lovely, Open, Plump, Rough,
Sad, Scarred, Slim, Soft, Squat, Stern, Stout, Striking, Twitchy, Weathered, Wiry, Worn.

Collared Shirt Hooded Cape Rags & Tatters Suspenders

Eel-skin Bodysuit ~ Hooded Coat Rough Tunic Tall Boots

Fitted Dress Knit Cap Scavenged Uniform Thick Greatcoat
Fitted Leggings Knit Sweater Sharp Trousers Tricorn Hat
Half-Cape Leathers Short Cloak Vest or Waistcoat
Heavy Cloak Long Coat Skirt & Blouse Waxed Coat
Heavy Jacket Long Scarf Slim Jacket Wide Belt

Hide & Furs Loose Silks Soft Boots Work Boots

Hood ¢ Veil Mask & Robes Suit ¢ Tie Work Trousers



CHARACTER CREATION SUMMARY

Choose a playbook. Your playbook
represents your character’s
reputation in the underworld, their
special abilities, and how they advance.

Choose a heritage. Detail your
choice with a note about your
family life. For example, Skovlan: Ore
miners, now war refugees in Duskwall.

Choose a background. Detail

your choice with your specific
history. For example, Labor: Leviathan
hunter, mutineer.

Assign four action dots. No

action may begin with a rating
higher than 2 during character
creation. (After creation, action ratings
may advance up to 3. When you unlock
the Mastery advance for your crew, you
can advance actions up to rating 4.)

Choose a special ability. They’re

in the gray column in the middle
of the character sheet. If you can’t
decide, choose the first ability on the list.
It’s placed there as a good first option.

Choose a close friend and a

rival. Mark the one who is a
close friend, long-time ally, family
relation, or lover (the upward-pointing
triangle). Mark one who is a rival,
enemy, scorned lover, betrayed partner,
etc. (the downward-pointing triangle).

Choose your vice. Pick your
preferred type of vice, detail it with
a short description and indicate the
name and location of your vice purveyor.

Record your name, alias, and

look. Choose a name, an alias
(if you use one), and jot down a few
words to describe your look. Examples
are provided on the preceding page.

LOADOUT

You have access to all of the items
on your character sheet. For each
operation, decide what your character’s
load will be. During the operation,
you may say that your character has
an item on hand by checking the box
for the item you want to use—up to a
number of items equal to your chosen
load. Your load also determines your
movement speed and conspicuousness:

¢ 1-3 LOAD: Light. You're faster, less
conspicuous; you blend in with citizens.

@ 4/5 LOAD: Normal. You look like a
scoundrel, ready for trouble.

¢ 6 LoAD: Heavy. You're slower. You
look like an operative on a mission.

¢ 7-9 LOAD: Encumbered. You're
overburdened and can’t do anything
except move very slowly.

Some special abilities (like the Cutter’s
MULE ability or a Demon’ incredible
strength) increase the load limits.

Some items count as two items for load
(they have two connected boxes). Items
in italics don’t count toward your load.

You don't need to select specific items
now. Review your personal items and the
standard item descriptions on page 88.
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ACTIONS

When you ATTUNE, you open your mind to the ghost field or other arcane power.
You might communicate with a ghost or understand aspects of spectrology. You
could try to perceive beyond sight in order to better understand your situation
(but Surveying might be better).

When you COMMAND, you compel swift obedience.
You might intimidate or threaten to get what you want. You might lead a gang
in a group action. You could try to order people around to persuade them (but
Consorting might be better).

When you CONSORT, you socialize with friends and contacts.
You might gain access to resources, information, people, or places. You might
make a good impression or win someone over with your charm and style. You
might make new friends or connect with your heritage or background. You could
try to manipulate your friends with social pressure (but Sway might be better).

When you FINESSE, you employ dextrous manipulation or subtle misdirection.
You might pick someone’s pocket. You might handle the controls of a vehicle or
direct a mount. You might formally duel an opponent with graceful fighting
arts. You could try to employ those arts in a chaotic melee (but Skirmishing
might be better). You could try to pick a lock (but Tinkering might be better).

When you HUNT, you carefully track a target.
You might follow a target or discover their location. You might arrange an
ambush. You might attack with precision shooting from a distance. You could
try to bring your guns to bear in a melee (but Skirmishing might be better).

When you PROWL, you traverse skillfully and quietly.
You might sneak past a guard or hide in the shadows. You might run and
leap across the rooftops. You might attack someone from hiding with a back-
stab or blackjack. You could try to waylay a victim in the midst of battle (but
Skirmishing might be better).

When you SKIRMISH, you entangle a target in close combat so they can't easily escape.
You might brawl or wrestle with them. You might hack and slash. You might
seize or hold a position in battle. You could try to fight in a formal duel (but
Finessing might be better).

When you STUDY, you scrutinize details and interpret evidence.
You might gather information from documents, newspapers, and books. You
might do research on an esoteric topic. You might closely analyze a person to
detect lies or true feelings. You could try to examine events to understand a
pressing situation (but Surveying might be better).

When you SURVEY, you observe the situation and anticipate outcomes.
You might spot telltale signs of trouble before it happens. You might uncover
opportunities or weaknesses. You might detect a person’s motivations or intentions.
You could try to spot a good ambush point (but Hunting might be better).



When you SwAy, you influence with guile, charm, or argument.
You might lie convincingly. You might persuade someone to do what you want. You
might argue a compelling case that leaves no clear rebuttal. You could try to trick
people into affection or obedience (but Consorting or Commanding might be better).

When you TINKER, you fiddle with devices and mechanisms.
You might create a new gadget or alter an existing item. You might pick a
lock or crack a safe. You might disable an alarm or trap. You might turn the
clockwork and electroplasmic devices around the city to your advantage. You
could try to use your technical expertise to control a vehicle (but Finessing
might be better).

When you WRECK, you unleash savage force.
You might smash down a door or wall with a sledgehammer, or use an explosive
to do the same. You might employ chaos or sabotage to create a distraction or
overcome an obstacle. You could try to overwhelm an enemy with sheer force
in battle (but Skirmishing might be better).

As you can see, many actions overlap with others. This is by design. As a player,
you get to choose which action you roll, by saying what your character does.
Can you try to WRECK someone during a fight? Sure! The GM tells you the
position and effect level of your action in this circumstance. As it says, SKIRMISH
might be better (less risky or more effective), depending on the situation at hand
(sometimes it won’t be better).

For a complete description of each action, with examples, see pages 170-181.

ACTION DESCRIPTIONS







A dangerous and intimidating fighter

In the underworld of the Dusk, there are scoundrels who take what they want
at the bloody edge of a blade or with a threatening presence that can stop a man
cold. They are the enforcers, the debt collectors, the killers, the leg-breakers, and
the thugs, commonly known as Cutters.

Where subtlety fails, swift brutality—and the threat of worse to come—can solve
the problem. Or at least turn it into a different kind of problem.

When you play a Cutter, you earn xp when you address a challenge with
violence or coercion. Go ahead and get up in everyone’s smug faces and tell
them who'’s boss, then let your blades do the talking if they don’t get the message.

Do you have a personal code or a line you won'’t cross? Do you want to be the boss
or do you want to be the enforcer for the boss? How did you acquire your taste for
violence and coercion?

STARTING ACTIONS DANGEROUS FRIENDS, RIVALS

oo SKIRMISH ¢ Marlane, a pugilist. Perhaps a pit

Y COMMAND fighter down at the docks, or a boxing

coach who trained you?

STARTING BUILDS ¢ Chael, a vicious thug. Perhaps a
If you want some guidance when you member of a gang that you were
assign your four starting action dots and in before the current crew, or an
special ability, use one of these templates. independent operator who’s been in

?
CaptaIN. Command +1, Study +1, your way before:

Survey +2. Leader. # Mercy, a cold Kkiller. Perhaps an
assassin for hire, or a particularly

TauG. Command +1, Consort +2, deadly underworld scoundrel?

Sway +1. Not to be Trifled With.
¢ Grace, an extortionist. Perhaps a

former partner in thuggery, or a
DEevIL HUNTER. Attune +2, Hunt +1, competitor on the scene?

Study +1. Ghost Fighter. ¢ Sawtooth, a physicker. Perhaps a
buddy from the war, or perhaps a
butcher who botched your treatment?

TERROR. Prowl +2, Wreck +2. Savage.
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CUTTER SPECIAL ABILITIES

BATTLEBORN
You may expend your special armor to reduce harm from an attack in combat
or to push yourself during a fight.

When you use this ability, tick the special armor box on your playbook sheet.
If you “reduce harm” that means the level of harm you're facing right now
is reduced by one. If you use this ability to push yourself, you get one of the
benefits (+1d, +1 effect, act despite severe harm) but you don’t take 2 stress.
Your special armor is restored at the beginning of downtime.

BODYGUARD
When you protect a teammate, take +1d to your resistance roll. When you gather
info to anticipate possible threats in the current situation, you get +1 effect.

The protect teamwork maneuver lets you face a consequence for a teammate.
If you choose to resist that consequence, this ability gives you +1d to your
resistance roll. Also, when you read a situation to gather information about
hidden dangers or potential attackers, you get +1 effect—which means more
detailed information.

GHOST FIGHTER

You may imbue your hands, melee weapons, or tools with spirit energy. You gain
potency in combat vs. the supernatural. You may grapple with spirits to restrain
and capture them.

When you imbue yourself with spirit energy, how do you do it? What does it
look like when the energy manifests? When you're imbued, you can strongly
interact with ghosts and spirit-stuff, rather than weakly interact.

LEADER

When you COMMAND a cohort in combat, they continue to fight when they
would otherwise break (they’re not taken out when they suffer level 3 harm).
They gain +1 effect and 1 armor.

This ability makes your cohorts more effective in battle and also allows them
to resist harm by using armor. While you lead your cohorts, they won't stop
fighting until they take fatal harm (level 4) or you order them to cease. What
do you do to inspire such bravery in battle?

For details about cohorts, see page 96.

MULE
Your load limits are higher. Light: 5. Normal: 7. Heavy: 8.

This ability is great if you want to wear heavy armor and pack a heavy weapon
without attracting lots of attention. Since your exact gear is determined on-
the-fly during an operation, having more load also gives you more options to
get creative with when dealing with problems during a score.



NOT TO BE TRIFLED WITH
You can push yourself to do one of the following: perform a feat of physical force
that verges on the superhuman—engage a small gang on equal footing in close combat.

When you push yourself to activate this ability, you still get one of the normal
benefits of pushing yourself (+1d, +1 effect, etc.) in addition to the special ability.

If you perform a feat that verges on the superhuman, you might break a metal
weapon with your bare hands, tackle a galloping horse, lift a huge weight, etc.
If you engage a small gang on equal footing, you don’t suffer reduced effect due
to scale against a small gang (up to six people).

SAVAGE
When you unleash physical violence, it’s especially frightening. When you
CoMMAND a frightened target, take +1d.

You instill fear in those around you when you get violent. How they react
depends on the person. Some people will flee from you, some will be impressed,
some will get violent in return. The GM judges the response of a given NPC.

In addition, when you COMMAND someone who's affected by fear (from this
ability or otherwise), take +1d to your roll.

VIGOROUS
You recover from harm faster. Permanently fill in one of your healing clock
segments. Take +1d to healing treatment rolls.

Your healing clock becomes a 3-clock, and you get a bonus die when you recover.

CUTTER ITEMS

¢ Fine hand weapon: A finely crafted one-handed melee weapon of your choice. Is
this a well-crafted standard weapon, like a perfectly-balanced dagger, or something
exotic, like an Iruvian dueling saber or a metal-banded war-club ? [1 LOAD]

¢ Fine heavy weapon: A finely crafted two-handed melee weapon of your choice.
A warhammer, a greatsword, a military pike, a battleaxe, etc. A heavy weapon
has more reach and hits harder than a standard weapon. This might give you
potency when the power or reach of the weapon is a factor. [2 LOAD]

¢ Scary weapon or tool: A scary-looking hand weapon or tool. This item grants
increased effect when you intimidate, not increased harm in combat. [1 LOAD]

¢ Manacles & chain: A set of heavy manacles and chain, suitable for restraining
a prisoner. A souvenir from a stay with the Bluecoats, perhaps? [0 LOAD]

¢ Rage essence vial: A single dose, which greatly enhances the user’s strength,
resistance to pain, and irrational aggression for the span of several minutes.
The GM will modify your position and effect accordingly when you fight on rage
essence. Also, you suffer two consequences: “Can’t Tell Friend From Foe” and
“Can’t Stop Until They’re All Broken.” You may resist these as usual. [0 LOAD]
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A deadly sharpshooter and tracker

There’s always a need for scoundrels who can find what others want to keep
hidden. Whether that’s a deadbeat gambler trying to skip out on their debts, a
treacherous informant or witness who's going to squeal to the Bluecoats, or the
trail to a treasure squirreled away in a secret vault—it’s the Hounds that ferret
them out.

Why have a fair fight, when you can stalk and ambush your prey on your terms?
The underworld is your hunting ground.

When you play a Hound, you earn xp when you address a challenge with
tracking or violence. Take the initiative to hunt down opportunities and targets
for a score and be willing to hurt whoever stands in your way.

Do you see the whole world as potential prey, or do you still care about people?
Which target in the past gave you the most trouble? Why?

STARTING ACTIONS DEADLY FRIENDS, RIVALS
oo HUNT # Steiner, an assassin. Perhaps one of
{ SURVEY your competitors, or a former partner

from before you joined the crew?

¢ Celene, a sentinel. Celene is a
guardian; a protector. Who does she
watch over?

STARTING BUILDS
If you want some guidance when you
assign your four action dots and special

ability, use one of these templates.

BouNty HUNTER. Consort +1,
Prowl +1, Skirmish +2. Scout.

DEATHLANDS RANGER. Attune +2,
Prowl +1, Survey +1. Survivor.

SNIPER. Prowl +2, Study +1, Survey +1.
Sharpshooter.

VETERAN. Command +1, Skirmish +2,
Wreck +1. Tough As Nails.

# Melvir, a physicker. Perhaps an old
friend who’s patched you up many
times, or someone to whom you've
sent too many victims?

® Veleris, a spy. Who does Veleris give
their intelligence to?

¢ Casta, a bounty hunter. Perhaps a
mentor who trained you in the deadly
arts, or vice versa?

=
=
=
=
==~

PLAYBOOK



HOUND SPECIAL ABILITIES

SHARPSHOOTER

You can push yourself to do one of the following: make a ranged attack at extreme
distance beyond what’s normal for the weapon—unleash a barrage of rapid fire to
suppress the enemy.

When you push yourself to activate this ability, you still get one of the normal
benefits of pushing yourself (+1d, +1 effect, etc.) in addition to the special ability.

The first use of this ability allows you to attempt long-range sniper shots that
would otherwise be impossible with the rudimentary firearms of Duskwall.
The second use allows you to keep up a steady rate of fire in a battle (enough to
“suppress” a small gang up to six people), rather than stopping for a slow reload
or discarding a gun after each shot. When an enemy is suppressed, theyre
reluctant to maneuver or attack (usually calling for a fortune roll to see if they
can manage it).

FOCUSED

You may expend your special armor to resist a consequence of surprise or mental
harm (fear, confusion, losing track of someone) or to push yourself for ranged
combat or tracking.

When you use this ability, tick the special armor box on your playbook sheet.
If you “resist a consequence” of the appropriate type, you avoid it completely. If
you use this ability to push yourself, you get one of the benefits (+1d, +1 effect,
act despite severe harm) but you don’t take 2 stress. Your special armor is
restored at the beginning of downtime.

GHOST HUNTER

Your hunting pet is imbued with spirit energy. It gains potency when tracking

or fighting the supernatural, and gains an arcane ability: ghost-form, mind-link,

or arrow-swift. Take this ability again to choose an additional arcane ability for

your pet.
Your pet functions as a cohort (Expert: Hunter). This ability gives them potency
against supernatural targets and an arcane ability of your choice. Ghost-form
allows the pet to transform into electroplasmic vapor as if it were a spirit. Mind-
link allows the pet and hunter to share their senses and thoughts telepathically.
Arrow-swift allows the pet to move extremely quickly, out-pacing any other
creature or vehicle. For more details about cohorts, see page 96.

SCOUT

When you gather information to discover the location of a target, you get
+1 effect. When you hide in a prepared position or use camouflage you get +1d
to rolls to avoid detection.

A “target” can be a person, a destination, a good ambush spot, an item, etc.



SURVIVOR

From hard-won experience or occult ritual, you are immune to the poisonous
miasma of the deathlands and are able to subsist on the strange flora and fauna
there. You get +1 stress box.

This ability gives you an additional stress box, so you have 10 instead of 9.
The maximum number of stress boxes a PC can have (from any number of
additional special abilities or upgrades) is 12.

TOUGH AS NAILS

Penalties from harm are one level less severe (though level 4 harm is still fatal).

With this ability, level 3 harm doesn’t incapacitate you; instead you take -1d
to your rolls (as if it were level 2 harm). Level 2 harm affects you as if it were
level 1 (less effect). Level 1 harm has no effect on you (but you still write it
on your sheet, and must recover to heal it). Record the harm at its original
level—for healing purposes, the original harm level applies.

VENGEFUL

You gain an additional xp trigger: You got payback against someone who harmed
you or someone you care about. If your crew helped you get payback, also mark
crew xp.

HOUND ITEMS

¢ Fine pair of pistols: A matched pair of handguns, made for greater accuracy;,
with double barrels that allow for two shots before reloading. Were your pistols
made by Kardera’s Daughters, Templeton & Slane, the Imperial Forge, or some
other gunsmith? How do they stand out from the average handgun? [1 LOAD]

¢ Fine long rifle: A finely crafted hunting rifle, deadly at long range, unwieldy
in close quarters. Long rifles are usually illegal for private citizens in Doskvol,
but you have (real or forged) military paperwork for this one. [2 LOAD]

¢ Electroplasmic ammunition: A bandolier of electroplasmic ammo, especially
potent against spirits, but less effective against physical targets. The electrical
charge is enough to stun a person, but does very little real harm. Several hits
might incapacitate a human target. This ammunition is especially reactive in the
ghost field—make a 4-clock called “Attention from the Spirit Wardens” and tick
it for every operation in which this ammo was used. [1 LOAD]

¢ A trained hunting pet: Your animal companion obeys your commands and
anticipates your actions. Cohort (Expert: Hunter).

# Spyglass: A brass tube with lenses that allow long-distance vision. Collapsible.
May attach to arifle. [1 LOAD]
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A saboteur and technician

The world is built on industry, and the underworld is no different. Leeches are
the scoundrels who distill the drugs, refine the arcane essences, build the bombs,
bandage the wounds, and forge the tools of the criminal trades—and knowing
how to make things also means knowing how to break them.

When you play a Leech, you earn xp when you address a challenge with
technical skill or mayhem. Duskwall is a city full of industrial machinery,
spark-crafts, plumbing, and electrical systems for you to bend to your purposes
or sabotage. Get out your tools and get your hands dirty.

The extensive training that makes a Leech is rare and strange among the
disenfranchised underworld class—how did you learn your arts? Which side of
the coin do you prefer, the side of creation and restoration, or the side of mayhem
and destruction?

STARTING ACTIONS CLEVER FRIENDS, RIVALS
oo TINKER # Stazia, an apothecary. Perhaps a
PY WRECK former scoundrel turned to legitimate

alchemical business, or perhaps the
other way around?

STARTING BUILDS

If you want some guidance when you
assign your four action dots and special
ability, use one of these templates.

# Veldren, a psychonaut. Perhaps an
addict too poisoned to ever return to
lucid thought, or perhaps an explorer
of psychedelic realms beyond mere

DoctoRr. Consort +1, Finesse +1, .
mortal experience?

Study +2. Physicker.

¢ Eckerd, a corpse thief. Perhaps a
SAPPER. Study +1, Survey +2,

Wreck +1. Saboteur.
VIPER. Prowl +2, Sway +2. Venomous.

WITCH. Attune +2, Study +2.
Alchemist.

good source of “raw materials”?
@ Jul, a blood dealer. What other
strange clients do they have?

¢ Malista, a priestess. To what forgotten
god does Malista give her service?
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LEECH SPECIAL ABILITIES

ALCHEMIST
When you invent or craft a creation with alchemical features, you get +1 result level to
your roll (a 1-3 becomes a 4/5, etc.). You begin with one special formula already known.

Follow the Inventing procedure with the GM (page 224) to define your first
special alchemical formula.

ANALYST
During downtime, you get two ticks to distribute among any long term project
clocks that involve investigation or learning a new formula or design plan.

ARTIFICER
When you invent or craft a creation with spark-craft features, you get +1 result level to
your roll (a 1-3 becomes a 4/5, etc.). You begin with one special design already known.

Follow the Inventing procedure with the GM (page 224) to define your first
spark-craft design.

FORTITUDE

You may expend your special armor to resist a consequence of fatigue, weakness,
or chemical effects, or to push yourself when working with technical skill or
handling alchemicals.

When you use this ability, tick the special armor box on your playbook sheet.
If you “resist a consequence” of the appropriate type, you avoid it completely. If
you use this ability to push yourself, you get one of the benefits (+1d, +1 effect,
act despite severe harm) but you don’t take 2 stress. Your special armor is
restored at the beginning of downtime.

GHOST WARD
When you WRECK an area with arcane substances, ruining it for any other use,
it becomes anathema or enticing to spirits (your choice).

If you make an area anathema to spirits, they will do everything they can to
avoid it, and will suffer torment if forced inside the area. If you make an area
enticing to spirits, they will seek it out and linger in the area, and will suffer
torment if forced to leave. This effect lasts for several days over an area the
size of a small room. Particularly powerful or prepared spirits may roll their
quality or arcane magnitude to see how well theyre able to resist the effect.

PHYSICKER

You can TINKER with bones, blood, and bodily humours to treat wounds or
stabilize the dying. You may STUDY a malady or corpse. Everyone in your crew
(including you) gets +1d to their healing treatment rolls.

Knowledge of anatomy and healing is a rare and esoteric thing in Duskwall.
Without this ability, any attempts at treatment are likely to fail or make things
worse. You can use this ability to give first aid (rolling TINKER) to allow your
patient to ignore a harm penalty for an hour or two.



SABOTEUR

When you WRECK, your work is much quieter than it should be and the damage

is very well-hidden from casual inspection.

You can drill holes in things, melt stuff with acid, even use a muffled explosive,

and it will all be very quiet and extremely hard to notice.

VENOMOUS

Choose a drug or poison (from your bandolier stock) to which you have become
immune. You can push yourself to secrete it through your skin or saliva or exhale

it as a vapor.

When you push yourself to activate this ability, you still get one of the normal
benefits of pushing yourself (+1d, +1 effect, etc.) if you’re making a roll, in

addition to the special ability.

You choose the type of drug or poison when you get this ability. You may
change the drug or poison by completing a long-term project. Only a single

drug or poison may be chosen—you can’t become immune to any essences,

oils, or other alchemical substances.

LEECH ITEMS

¢ Fine tinkering tools: A finely crafted set of tools for detailed mechanist work.

A jeweler’s loupe. Measuring devices. [1 LOAD]

¢ Fine wrecking tools: A specialized set of tools for sabotage and destruction.
A small, powerful drill. A mallet and steel spikes. A prybar. An electroplasmic
battery, clamps, wire. Vials of acid. A spark-torch cutter and fuel tank. [2 LOAD]

¢ Blowgun & darts, syringes: A small tube and darts that can be filled from

alchemy flasks. Empty syringes. [0 LOAD]

¢ Bandolier: A strap worn across the body; fitted with
specially-padded pouches to hold three alchemical
agents or spark-craft bombs. When you employ an
alchemical or bomb from a bandolier, choose one
from the list at right (or one of your custom-made
formulas). See page 226 for more on alchemicals
and bombs. During downtime, you automatically refill
your bandoliers, so long as you have reasonable access
to a supplier or workshop. [1 LOAD]

¢ Gadgets: You may create gadgets during downtime
by TINKERING with tools and materials. See
Gadgets, page 227. Track the load for each gadget
you deploy during an operation. [1+ LOAD]

ALCAHEST
BinpiNG OI1L
DrirT OIL
DrowN POWDER
EYEBLIND PO1sON
Fire O1L
GRENADE
QUICKSILVER
SKULLFIRE PoisoN
SMOKE BomB
SPARK (DRUG)
STANDSTILL PO1soNn
TRANCE POWDER
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A stealthy infiltrator and burglar

There is no longer any sunlight—the world is plunged into eternal night. There
are scoundrels who live in the darkness, who prowl the underworld unseen,
trespassing where they will. They are the burglars, the spies, the infiltrators, the
cut-throats—commonly called Lurks.

When you play a Lurk, you earn xp when you address a challenge with stealth
or evasion. Stay out of sight, sneak past your enemies, and strike from the
shadows. If things go wrong, there’s no shame in disappearing into the darkness...
for now. Your greatest ally is the dark and twisting city, its ink-dark streets, its
rooftop pathways.

How did you learn the stealthy arts of the Lurk? Which aspect are you drawn to
most? The invisible watcher, spying on the unwary? The adroit acrobat, racing
across rooftops? The deadly ambush predator, waiting for a victim in the darkness?

STARTING ACTIONS
® FINESSE
o0 PROWL

STARTING BUILDS

If you want some guidance when you
assign your four action dots and special
ability, use one of these templates.

ACROBAT. Consort +2, Finesse +1,
Sway +1. The Devil’s Footsteps.

AssAssIN. Hunt +2, Skirmish +2.
Ambush.

BURGLAR. Survey +2, Finesse +1,
Tinker +1. Infiltrator.

DARING ROGUE. Skirmish +2,
Consort +2. Daredevil.

SHADY FRIENDS, RIVALS

¢ Telda, a beggar. Perhaps a mentor
who taught you your skills, or perhaps
a rival sneak-thief?

¢ Darmot, a Bluecoat. Perhaps a savvy
officer that’s busted you many times,
or perhaps an old friend who turned
to the law instead of crime?

# Frake, alocksmith. Perhaps an expert
that you go to for consultations, or
perhaps a master who creates locks
to defeat you?

¢ Roslyn Kellis, a noble. Perhaps an
old friend and confidant, or perhaps
one of the victims of your espionage,
bent on revenge?

® Petra, a city clerk. Perhaps a good
source of information?

13
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LURK SPECIAL ABILITIES

INFILTRATOR
You are not affected by quality or Tier when you bypass security measures.

This ability lets you contend with higher-Tier enemies on equal footing. When
you're cracking a safe, picking a lock, or sneaking past elite guards, your effect
level is never reduced due to superior Tier or quality level of your opposition.

Are you a renowned safe cracker? Do people tell stories of how you slipped
under the noses of two Chief Inspectors, or are your exceptional talents yet
to be discovered?

AMBUSH
When you attack from hiding or spring a trap, you get +1d to your roll.

This ability benefits from preparation— so don’t forget you can do that in a
flashback.

DAREDEVIL
When you roll a desperate action, you get +1d to your roll if you also take -1d
to any resistance rolls against consequences from your action.

This special ability is a bit of a gamble. The bonus die helps you, but if you
suffer consequences, they’ll probably be more costly to resist. But hey, you're a
daredevil, so no big deal, right?

THE DEVIL’S FOOTSTEPS

You can push yourself to do one of the following: perform a feat of athletics that
verges on the superhuman—maneuver to confuse your enemies so they mistakenly
attack each other.

When you push yourself to activate this ability, you still get one of the normal
benefits of pushing yourself (+1d, +1 effect, etc.) if you’re making a roll, in
addition to the special ability.

If you perform an athletic feat (running, tumbling, balance, climbing, etc.) that
verges on the superhuman, you might climb a sheer surface that lacks good
hand-holds, tumble safely out of a three-story fall, leap a shocking distance, etc.

If you maneuver to confuse your enemies, they attack each other for a moment
before they realize their mistake. The GM might make a fortune roll to see
how badly they harm or interfere with each other.

EXPERTISE
Choose one of your action ratings. When you lead a group action using that
action, you can suffer only 1 stress at most, regardless of the number of failed rolls.

This special ability is good for covering for your team. If theyre all terrible
at your favored action, you don’t have to worry about suffering a lot of stress
when you lead their group action.



GHOST VEIL

You may shift partially into the ghost field, becoming shadowy and insubstantial
for a few moments. Take 2 stress when you shift, plus 1 stress for each extra
feature: it lasts for a few minutes rather than moments—you are invisible rather
than shadowy—you may float through the air like a ghost.

This ability transforms you into an intangible shadow for a few moments. If
you spend additional stress, you can extend the effect for additional benefits,
which may improve your position or effect for action rolls, depending on the
circumstances, as usual.

REFLEXES

When there’s a question about who acts first, the answer is you.

This ability gives you the initiative in most situations. Some specially trained
NPCs (and some demons and spirits) might also have reflexes, but otherwise,
you're always the first to act, and can interrupt anyone else who tries to beat
you to the punch. This ability usually doesn’t negate the need to make an
action roll that you would otherwise have to make, but it may improve your
position or effect.

SHADOW
You may expend your special armor to resist a consequence from detection or
security measures, or to push yourself for a feat of athletics or stealth.

When you use this ability, tick the special armor box on your playbook sheet.
If you “resist a consequence” of the appropriate type, you avoid it completely. If
you use this ability to push yourself, you get one of the benefits (+1d, +1 effect,
act despite severe harm) but you don’t take 2 stress. Your special armor is
restored at the beginning of downtime.

LURK ITEMS

¢ Fine lockpicks: A finely crafted set of tools to disable and circumvent locks.
[o LOAD]

¢ Fine shadow cloak: A hooded cloak made of rare Iruvian shadow-silk that
blends into the darkness around it. This item improves your effect level when
you sneak around. [1 LOAD]

¢ Light climbing gear: A well-crafted set of climbing gear that is less bulky and
heavy than a standard set. [1 LOAD] Standard climbing gear is 2 load.

¢ Silence potion vial: A vial of golden liquid that negates all sound within 10
paces of the drinker for a span of several moments. [0 LOAD]

¢ Dark-sight goggles: An arcane device that allows the wearer to see in pitch
darkness as if it were well-lit. [1 LOAD]

15

LURK

]
=]
=]
=
e
d
B




; __..E_N.._li *
l;l!. w

il
ﬁ %s

.- .1.:..-..11




A subtle manipulator and spy

It’s said that the primal substance of the world is not mere matter or strange
plasms, it’s lies. Everything we do, everything we care about, everything we
value—all lies we tell each other and ourselves. The world is a fabrication, a
convenient fiction, a story—and the storytellers are Slides.

When you play a Slide, you earn xp when you address a challenge with
deception or influence. Talk your way into trouble, then talk your way out
again. Pretend to be someone you're not. Bluff, lie, and manipulate to get your
way. Every problem is ultimately a problem because of people—and people are
the instrument upon which you play your music.

Is there anything true about you, at your core? Or are you whatever you need to
be, day to day? Are all of your relationships merely gambits that you play for your

advantage?

STARTING ACTIONS
® CONSORT
X ) SWAY

STARTING BUILDS

If you want some guidance when you
assign your four action dots and special
ability, use one of these templates.

THE SIREN. Attune +2, Consort +1,
Prowl +1. Trust in Me.

THE PRESTIGE. Finesse +2, Prowl +2.
Mesmerism.

THE GRIFTER. Consort +1, Finesse +2,
Study +1. A Little Something on the
Side.

THE SpY. Prowl +2, Finesse +1,
Skirmish +1. Cloak & Dagger.

SLY FRIENDS, RIVALS

¢ Bryl, a drug dealer. Perhaps a reliable
underworld contact, or perhaps an old
partner with a grudge?

¢ Bazso Baz, a gang leader. Perhaps a
paramour pursuing your affections, or
perhaps a former lover, now scorned?

¢ Klyra, a tavern owner. Perhaps a
good source for gossip?

¢ Nyryx, a prostitute. Perhaps an
informant to spark potential marks,
or perhaps a rival manipulator?

¢ Harker, a jail bird. Perhaps a friend
who you helped when you were in
prison, or perhaps an enemy who
hurt you when you served your time?
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SLIDE SPECIAL ABILITIES

ROOK’S GAMBIT
Take 2 stress to roll your best action rating while performing a different action.
Say how you adapt your skill to this use.

This is the “jack-of-all-trades” ability. If you want to attempt lots of different
sorts of actions and still have a good dice pool to roll, this is the special ability

for you.

CLOAK & DAGGER

When you use a disguise or other form of covert misdirection, you get +1d to
rolls to confuse or deflect suspicion. When you throw off your disguise, the
resulting surprise gives you the initiative in the situation.

This ability gives you the chance to more easily get out of trouble if a covert
operation goes haywire. Also, don’t forget your fine disguise kit item, which
boosts the effect of your covert deception methods.

GHOST VOICE

You know the secret method to interact with a ghost or demon as if it were a
normal human, regardless of how wild or feral it appears. You gain potency when
communicating with the supernatural.

The first part of this ability gives you permission to do something that is normally
impossible: when you speak to a spirit, it always listens and understands you,
even if it would otherwise be too bestial or insane to do so. The second part of the
ability increases your effect when you use social actions with the supernatural.

LIKE LOOKING INTO A MIRROR
You can always tell when someone is lying to you.

This ability works in all situations without restriction. It is very powerful, but
also a bit of a curse. You see though every lie, even the kind ones.

A LITTLE SOMETHING ON THE SIDE

At the end of each downtime phase, you earn +2 stash.

Since this money comes at the end of downtime, after all downtime actions are
resolved, you can’t remove it from your stash and spend it on extra activities
until your next downtime phase.

MESMERISM

When you SWAY someone, you may cause them to forget that it’s happened until
they next interact with you.

The victims memory ‘glosses over” the missing time, so its not suspicious
that theyve forgotten something. When you next interact with the victim,
they remember everything clearly, including the strange effect of this ability.



SUBTERFUGE
You may expend your special armor to resist a consequence from suspicion or
persuasion, or to push yourself for subterfuge.

When you use this ability, tick the special armor box on your playbook sheet.
If you “resist a consequence” of the appropriate type, you avoid it completely. If
you use this ability to push yourself, you get one of the benefits (+1d, +1 effect,
act despite severe harm) but you don’t take 2 stress. Your special armor is
restored at the beginning of downtime.

TRUST IN ME

You get +1d vs. a target with whom you have an intimate relationship.

This ability isnt just for social interactions. Any action can get the bonus.
“Intimate” is for you and the group to define, it need not exclusively mean
romantic intimacy.

SLIDE ITEMS

¢ Fine clothes & jewelry: An outfit that appears to be of such fine make as to
pass you off as a wealthy noble. [0 LOAD] If you're carrying this item as a second
outfit to change into, it counts as 2 LOAD.

¢ Fine disguise kit: A theatrical make-up kit equipped with an impressive array
of expert appliances to fool the eye. The fine quality of this kit may increase the
effect of your deceptive actions when you use it. [1 LOAD]

¢ Fineloaded dice, trick cards: Gambling accouterments subtly altered to favor
particular outcomes. The fine quality of this kit may increase the effect of your
deceptive actions when you use it. [0 LOAD]

¢ Trance powder: A dose of the popular drug, which induces an altered mental
state. The victim of this powder is not fully unconscious, but rather retreats into
a calm, suggestible mental state, similar to hypnotism. [0 LOAD]

@ A cane-sword: A slim sword and its sheath, disguised as a noble’s cane. The
disguise will fool a cursory inspection. [1 LOAD]
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A devious mastermind

The underworld may appear on the surface to be a chaotic array of warring
factions and bloody deeds, but it has a beautiful order to those who are able to
see it. This pattern is the web of connections, favors, vendettas, and secrets that
bind the criminal world together. The scoundrels who pluck the strands of this
web are known as Spiders.

When you play a Spider, you earn xp when you address a challenge with
calculation or conspiracy. Reach out to your contacts, friends, and associates
to set your crew up for success. Use your downtime activities and flashbacks
wisely to prepare for trouble and to calculate the angles of success. When things
go wrong, don’t panic, and remember: you planned for this.

Are you enmeshed in the network of favors and debts that you exploit as a Spider,
or do you scrupulously hold yourself apart, as a cold predator upon the web?

STARTING ACTIONS SHREWID FRIENDS, RIVALS

o STUDY # Salia, an information broker. Perhaps
o0 CONSORT a reliable contact for underworld jobs,
or perhaps a former partner who sold

?

STARTING BUILDS you out:
If you want some guidance when you ® Augus, a master architect. Perhaps
assign your four action dots and special ~ a good source for building schematics
ability, use one of these templates. and historical details, or perhaps a

rival who designs security measures?
THE ARBITER. Attune +2, Study +1, S 4

Sway +1. Ghost Contract. ¢ Jennah, a servant. Perhaps a good

source for gossip among the upper class?
THE CoONDUCTOR. Command +2, for gossip S PP

Survey +2. Foresight. # Riven, a chemist. Perhaps a good

source of medicines for recovery?
THE ConvicTt. Command +1,

Skirmish +2, Sway +1. Jail Bird. # Jeren, a Bluecoat archivist. Perhaps a

] double-agent within the City Watch,
THE OPERATOR. Prowl +2, Tinker +2. or perhaps an overly curious officer,

Mastermind. interested in your crimes?
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SPIDER SPECIAL ABILITIES

FORESIGHT
Two times per score you can assist a teammate without paying stress. Describe
how you prepared for this.

You can narrate an event in the past that helps your teammate now, or you
might explain how you expected this situation and planned a helpful contingency
that you reveal now.

CALCULATING
Due to your careful planning, during downtime, you may give yourself or another
crew member +1 downtime activity.

If you forget to use this ability during downtime, you can still activate it
during the score and flashback to the previous downtime when the extra
activity happened.

CONNECTED
During downtime, you get +1 result level when you acquire an asset or reduce
heat.

Your array of underworld connections can be leveraged to loan assets, pressure
a vendor to give you a better deal, intimidate witnesses, etc.

FUNCTIONING VICE
When you indulge your vice, you may adjust the dice outcome by 1 or 2 (up or
down). An ally who joins you may do the same.

If you indulged your vice and rolled a 4, you could increase the result to 5 or
6, or you could reduce the result to 3 or 2 (perhaps to avoid overindulgence).
Allies that join you don’t need to have the same vice as you, just one that could
be indulged alongside yours somehow.

GHOST CONTRACT

When you shake on a deal or draft one in writing, you and your partner—human
or otherwise—both bear a mark of your oath. If either breaks the contract, they
take level 3 harm, “Cursed”

The mark of the oath is obvious to anyone who sees it (perhaps a magical rune
appears on the skin). When you suffer “Cursed” harm, you're incapacitated
by withering: enfeebled muscles, hair falling out, bleeding from the eyes and
ears, etc., until you either fulfill the deal or discover a way to heal the curse.



JAIL BIRD

When incarcerated, your WANTED LEVEL counts as 1 less, your Tier as 1 more,
and you gain +1 faction status with a faction that you help while youre inside,
in addition to whatever you get from the incarceration roll.

Zero is the minimum WANTED LEVEL; this ability can’t make your WANTED
LEVEL negative. See the Incarceration roll, page 148.

MASTERMIND
You may expend your special armor to protect a teammate, or to push yourself
when you gather information or work on a long-term project.

When you use this ability, tick the special armor box on your playbook sheet.
If you protect a teammate, this ability negates or reduces the severity of a
consequence or harm that your teammate is facing. You don’t have to be present
to use this ability—say how you prepared for this situation in the past. If you
use this ability to push yourself, you get one of the benefits (+1d, +1 effect, act
despite severe harm) but you don’t take 2 stress. Your special armor is restored
at the beginning of downtime.

WEAVING THE WEB
You gain +1d to CONSORT when you gather information on a target for a score.
You get +1d to the engagement roll for that operation.

Your network of underworld connections can always be leveraged to gain
insight for a job—even when your contacts aren’t aware that they're helping you.

SPIDER ITEMS

¢ Fine cover identity: Paperwork, planted stories and rumors, and false
relationships sufficient to pass as a different person. [0 LOAD]

¢ Fine bottle of whiskey: A rare distillation from your personal collection,
potent both in its alcohol and its ability to impress. [1 LOAD]

¢ Blueprints: A folio of useful architectural drawings and city plans. Feel free
to specify which plans you're carrying when you choose this item. [1 LOAD]

¢ Vial of slumber essence: A dose of slumber essence sufficient to put someone
to sleep for an hour. The victim’s sleep isn’t supernatural, but it is deep—they
can be roused with some effort. [0 LOAD]

¢ Concealed palm pistol: A small firearm with a weak charge, easily concealed
in a sleeve or waistcoat. This pistol has extremely limited range; only a few feet.
It’s very difficult to detect on your person, even if you're searched. [0 LOAD]
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An arcane adept and channeler

Duskwall is a haunted place—plagued by rogue spirits consumed by vengeance,
by cunning demons manipulating humans for their own inscrutable purposes,
and by even stranger horrors lurking in the space just beyond sight and reason.
To go into this shadowy world without knowledge of the arcane and the occult
is to walk unarmed into the lair of the enemy. The Whispers are the sentinels
who watch the greater darkness—staring into the void so others don’t have to.

When you play a Whisper, you earn xp when you address a challenge with
knowledge or arcane power. Seek out the strange and dark forces and bend them
to your will. By being willing to face the trauma from the stress-intensive abilities
of the arcane, you'll slowly remove parts of yourself, and replace them with power.

Why did you pursue the path of the Whisper? How did you develop your abilities? Are
you a natural, did you study and practice on your own, or did you have a mentor?

STARTING ACTIONS STRANGE FRIENDS, RIVALS
et STUDY @ Nyryx, a possessor ghost. Perhaps a
o0 ATTUNE good source for targets, or perhaps a

spirit that escaped from your service?

¢ Scurlock, a vampire. Perhaps a

STARTING BUILDS

If you want some guidance when you
assign your four action dots and special
ability, use one of these templates.

THE SUMMONER. Command +1,
Study +1, Survey +2. Compel.

THE Curtist. Command +2,
Consort +2. Occulltist.

THE CHANNELER. Skirmish +2,
Wreck +2. Tempest.

THE DARK ScHOLAR. Consort +1,
Study +1, Tinker +2. Ritual.

mentor, or perhaps a deadly rival?

# Setarra, a demon. Perhaps your
partner in a dark endeavor, or perhaps
an entity you once controlled, seeking
vengeance?

¢ Quellyn, a witch. Perhaps a
knowledgeable healer and seer, or
perhaps a student of yours who left
over bad blood?

¢ Flint, a spirit trafficker. Perhaps
a good source for unusual arcane
supplies, or perhaps a rival in the
occult world of Duskwall?
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WHISPER SPECIAL ABILITIES

COMPEL

You can ATTUNE to the ghost field to force a nearby ghost to appear before you
and obey an order you give it. You are not supernaturally terrified by a ghost you
summon or attempt to compel (though your allies may be).

The GM will tell you if you sense any ghosts nearby. If you don’t, you can
gather information (maybe ATTUNE, SURVEY, or STUDY) fo attempt to
locate one. By default, a ghost wants to satisfy its need for life essence and
to exact vengeance. When you compel it, you can give it a general or specific
command, but the more general it is (like “Protect me”) the more the ghost
will interpret it according to its own desires. Your control over the ghost lasts
until the command is fulfilled, or until a day has passed, whichever comes first.

GHOST MIND
You're always aware of supernatural entities in your presence. Take +1d whenever
you gather information about the supernatural by any means.

IRON WILL
You are immune to the terror that some supernatural entities inflict on sight.
When you make a resistance roll with RESOLVE, take +1d.

With this ability, you do not freeze up or flee when confronted by any kind of
supernatural entity or strange occult event.

OCCULTIST

You know the secret ways to CONSORT with ancient powers, forgotten gods, or
demons. Once you've consorted with one, you get +1d to COMMAND cultists
who worship it.

CONSORTING with a given entity may require special preparations or travel
to a specific place. The GM will tell you about any requirements. You get the
bonus die to your COMMAND rolls because you can demonstrate a secret
knowledge of or influence over the entity when you interact with cultists.

RITUAL

You know the arcane methods to perform ritual sorcery. You can STUDY an
occult ritual (or create a new one) to summon a supernatural effect or being.
You begin with one ritual already learned.

Without this special ability, the study and practice of rituals leaves you utterly
vulnerable to the powers you supplicate. Such endeavors are not recommended.

For more details, see Rituals, page 222.

STRANGE METHODS
When you invent or craft a creation with arcane features, get +1 result level to your
roll (a 1-3 becomes a 4/5, etc.). You begin with one arcane design already known.

Follow the Inventing procedure with the GM (page 224) to define your first
arcane design.



TEMPEST

You can push yourself to do one of the following: unleash a stroke of lightning as
a weapon—summon a storm in your immediate vicinity (torrential rain, roaring
winds, heavy fog, chilling frost and snow, etc.).

When you push yourself to activate this ability, you still get one of the normal
benefits of pushing yourself (+1d, +1 effect, etc.) if youre making a roll, in
addition to the special ability.

When you unleash lightning as a weapon, the GM will describe its effect
level and significant collateral damage. If you unleash it in combat against
an enemy who's threatening you, you'll still make an action roll in the fight
(usually with ATTUNE).

When you summon a storm, the GM will describe its effect level. If youre using
this power as cover or distraction, it's probably a setup teamwork maneuver,
using ATTUNE.

WARDED
You may expend your special armor to resist a supernatural consequence, or to
push yourself when you contend with or employ arcane forces.

When you use this ability, tick the special armor box on your playbook sheet.
If you resist a consequence, this ability negates or reduces its severity. If you
use this ability to push yourself, you get one of the benefits (+1d, +1 effect, act
despite severe harm) but you don’t take 2 stress. Your special armor is restored
at the beginning of downtime.

WHISPER ITEMS

¢ Fine lightning hook: A long, two-handed pole with aloop of heavy wire at the
end, connected to an electroplasmic capacitor. Suitable for grappling a spirit
and dragging it into a spirit bottle. This custom-made hook collapses into a
compact form, thus reducing its load to 1, even though it’s two-handed. [1 LOAD]

¢ Fine spirit mask: An arcane item that allows the trained user to see supernatural
energies in great detail. Also affords some measure of protection against ghostly
possession. Each spirit mask is unique. What does yours look like? What makes
it strange and disturbing to see? [1 LOAD]

# Spirit bottles (2): An arcane device used to trap a spirit. A metal and crystalline
cylinder, the size of a loaf of bread. [1 LOAD]

¢ Ghost key: An arcane device that can open ghost doors. There’s an echo of the
entire city, across the ages, trapped in the ghost field. Sometimes a door to that
place can be found. [0 LOAD]

¢ Demonbane charm: An arcane trinket that demons prefer to avoid. [0 LOAD]
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STANDARD ITEMS

A Blade or Two: Perhaps you carry a
simple fighting knife. Or two curved
swords. Or a rapier and stiletto. Or a
heavy butcher’s cleaver. [1 LOAD]

Your choice of blade might reflect your
heritage:

In the North (Akoros and Skovlan) blades
tend to be broad, heavy, and single-edged.

In Severos, the horse-lords favor spears in
battle, but for personal combat they carry
distinctive double-edged daggers with very
wide blades, often intricately inscribed
with family histories.

In the Dagger Isles, the corsairs often

use narrow, light blades made for quick
thrusts—such as the rapier and stiletto.

In Iruvia, curved blades are common;
sharpened on the outer edge like a saber, or
sharpened on the inner edge, like a sickle.

Throwing Knives: Six small, light
blades. [1 LOAD]

A Pistol: A heavy, single-shot, breech-
loading firearm. Devastating at 20
paces, slow to reload. [1 LOAD]

A Large Weapon: A weapon meant for
two hands. A battle-axe, greatsword,
warhammer, or pole-arm. A hunting
rifle. A blunderbuss. A bow or
crossbow. [2 LOAD]

An Unusual Weapon: A curiosity or tool
turned into a weapon. A whip, a flail,
a hatchet, a shovel, a length of chain,
a razor-edged fan, steel-toed boots.
[1 LOAD]

Armor: A thick leather tunic plus
reinforced gloves and boots. [2 LOAD]

+Heavy: The addition of chain mail,
metal plates, a metal helm. [3 LOAD]
The load for heavy armor is in addition
to normal armor—>5 load total.

Burglary Gear: A set of lockpicks. A
small pry-bar. Vials of oil to silence
squeaky hinges. A coil of wire and
fishing hooks. A small pouch of fine sand.
[1 LoAD]

Climbing Gear: A large coil of rope. A
small coil of rope. Grappling hooks. A
small pouch of chalk dust. A climbing
harness with loops and metal rings. A
set of iron pitons and a small mallet.
[2 LOAD]

Documents: A collection of slim volumes
on a variety of topics, including a registry
of the nobility, City Watch commanders,
and other notable citizens. Blank pages, a
vial of ink, a pen. A number of interesting
maps. [1 LOAD]

Arcane Implements: A vial of quicksilver.
A pouch of black salt. A spirit anchor in
the form of a small stone. A spirit bottle.
A vial of electroplasm, designed to break
and splatter on impact. [1 LOAD]

Subterfuge supplies: A theatrical make-
up kit. A selection of blank documents,
ready for the forger’s hand. Costume
jewelry. A reversible cloak and distinctive
hat. A forged badge of office. [1 LOAD]

Demolition tools: A sledgehammer
and iron spikes. Heavy drill. Crowbar.
[2 LOAD]

Tinkering Tools: An assortment for
detailed mechanist work: jeweler’s
loupe, tweezers, a small hammer, pliers,
screwdriver, etc. [1 LOAD]

Lantern: A simple oil lantern, a fancy
electroplasmic lamp, or other light
source. [1 LOAD]

Spiritbane Charm: A small arcane
trinket that ghosts prefer to avoid.
[0 LoAD]



THE DEVIL’S IN THE DETAILS
If you want to include advantages from specific details of your items (reach,
speed, etc.), consider a Devil’s Bargain that relates to a detail.
“You can take +1d with your spear if you keep falling back to keep him at bay,
but youw’ll have to move out to the street where people will see what's going on.”

“You can take +1d with your dagger, in close, to shank him repeatedly, but you’ll
be absolutely covered in blood. No way to hide that from the other party guests.”

Also, consider how this item affects your position and/or effect. If youre unarmed
and you wrestle a thug who's wielding a blade, your position is probably desperate.
If that thug tries to rush you when you have your pistol out, your position is
probably controlled.

Assess the details that you're interested in when considering position and effect.

STANDARD ITEMS







CHAPTER 3

THE CREW

STARTING A LEGACY

Regardless of how a crew comes to be formed, they all have one thing in common:
they exist to create a legacy that will last beyond the founding members. When you
start a crew with your partners, you intend to build something that (hopefully)
will live on past the scope of your own criminal careers. This is why we have a
separate character sheet for the crew—tracking its development, growth, and
influence.

In a sense, the crew is the central figure in the stories we're going to tell about
the underworld of Doskvol. Scoundrels will come and go—burned out due to
TRAUMA, or killed, or forever lost to their vices, or, if they’re very lucky, gone
to some comfortable retirement—but the crew carries on. New blood comes in,
new characters with new outlooks and drives, new stories to be told.

In this chapter, you'll learn about all of the various crew types in the game, and
how to create a crew to suit the type of criminal escapades that all of the players
are most excited about.

Opposite: Many criminal groups make their
lairs in the ancient underground canals
beneath Doskvol.
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CREW CREATION

CHOOSE A CREW TYPE

Your crew type determines the scores that you’ll focus on, as well as a selection
of special abilities that support that kind of action. The crew type isn't meant to
be restrictive—a crew of Smugglers might sometimes engage in extortion (like
Bravos) or sell contraband (like Hawkers)—but the core activity of the crew type
is the most frequent way they earn coIN and xp for advancement.

There are six different types of crew to choose from.

Killers for hire. They execute “accidents,” disappearances,
murders, and ransoms.

Mercenaries and thugs. They execute battles, extortion,
BRAVOS sabotage, and smash & grabs.

Acolytes of a forgotten god. They execute artifact acquisitions,
auguries, consecration, and sacrifices.

Vice dealers. They execute product procurement, covert sales,
shows of force, and social events.

Thieves and spies. They execute burglaries, espionage,
robberies, and sabotage.

Contraband transporters. They execute clandestine deliveries,
territory control, and expeditions outside the city.

Like a character playbook, your crew type is also how you’re known in the
underworld of Doskvol. The criminal factions and the Bluecoats think of you as
“assassins” or “a cult” etc., and will treat you accordingly.

Choosing a crew type is a very important decision! It’s a way for the group to
say, “These are the sorts of scores we want to do” It organizes game play from
“doing crimes” to “smuggling illegal spirit essences”—which helps the GM focus
on the parts of the setting that matter most, rather than having to juggle every
possibility at once. The group should choose a crew type that everyone is excited
about. As a player, be vocal about your preferences. You're about to spend many
hours doing this, so if you're feeling lukewarm about one of the options, speak up.

Once you've chosen, grab the crew sheet for that type and record the following
choices in crew creation as you go.

Your crew begins with 2 COIN in its coffers (the remains of the PCs’ savings).
You are Tier 0, with strong hold and 0 REP.



CHOOSE AN INITIAL REPUTATION & LAIR

Your crew has just formed and acquired alair. Given this groupof | AmBrrIoUs
characters and their previous escapades, what initial reputation | BruTaL
would you have among the factions of the underworld? Choose
one from the list at right (or create your own).

DARING
HONORABLE
You earn xp when you bolster your crew’s reputation, so think | proFESSIONAL
of this as another cue to indicate what sorts of action you want

Savvy
in the game. Will you be recklessly ambitious, targeting higher-
. . . SUBTLE
Tier targets? Will you take on daring scores that others deem too
STRANGE

risky? Are you interested in the strange weirdness of the Dusk?

Also, talk about where the crew makes its lair. You begin at Tier 0, so it’s probably
a very modest or abandoned sort of place. Choose one (or create your own):

¢ A half-sunken grotto in the city’s ® A small, abandoned house at the
maze-like underground canals. end of a dark lane.

¢ An abandoned watch tower atop an ® A rickety, tin-roofed shack perched
ancient, crumbling wall. on a rooftop.

¢ The unassuming back rooms of a @ A junked rail-car, rusted in place on
merchant’s shop. its old, overgrown tracks.

Look at the map of Duskwall (page 254) and choose the district in which your lair is
found. Are you based in some derelict area of a wealthy district or is your lair one of
many other poor hovels in a destitute area? A good district choice for scoundrel types
is Crow’s Foot—the district most known for street gangs and open criminal activity.

ESTABLISH YOUR HUNTING GROUNDS

Your crew is brand-new, but you have chosen some small part of a district as your
hunting grounds. This is the area that you usually target for your scores, and you
know it well. Your hunting grounds don’'t have to be in the same district as your
lair. The area is small, only three or four city blocks—but it’s still an intrusion on
someone. The entire city is divided among larger, stronger factions. The GM will
tell you which faction claims the area, then you decide how to deal with them:

¢ Pay them off. Give them 1 COIN in exchange for giving you room to work.
@ Pay the faction 2 cOIN as a show of respect and gain +1 status with them.

¢ Keep your money and take -1 status with that faction.

Your hunting grounds are useful for a particular type of criminal operation. Each
crew type has a list of different operation types for their hunting grounds. For
instance, Assassins have Accident, Disappearance, Murder, or Ransom as options.
Choose one of these operation types as your preference.

When you prepare to execute an operation of your preferred type on your hunting
grounds, you get +1d to any gather information rolls and a free additional downtime
activity to contribute to that operation. This can help you discover an opportunity,
acquire an asset you might need for the job, find an appropriate client, etc.

When you acquire turf (see page 45) you also expand the size and/or type of your
hunting grounds. Detail the new area and/or methods with help from the GM.
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CHOOSE A SPECIAL ABILITY

Take a look at the special abilities for your crew and choose one. If you can’t
decide which one to pick, go with the first one on the list—it’s placed there as a
good default choice. It's important to pick a special ability that everyone is excited
about. You can get more special abilities in the future by earning xp.

Just like picking the crew type, reputation, lair, and hunting grounds, choosing a
special ability is another chance to focus the game down to a more specific range
of possibilities. Instead of playing a generic crew of scoundrels, you end up with
Assassins, who are daring, with a lair in the old watch tower, hunting grounds
in Crow’s Foot across the bridge from the docks, a preference for murder, and the
DEADLY special ability. That’s a lot to work with, and it helps get the game going
in a strong direction from the very beginning.

ASSIGN CREW UPGRADES

An upgrade is a valuable asset that helps the crew in some way, like a boat or a
gang (see the complete descriptions on the following page). Each crew type has
two pre-selected upgrades that suit that crew (like Prowess Training and a gang
of Thugs for the Bravos crew).

You get to add two additional upgrades to your new crew (so you’ll have a total
of four upgrades when you start). You can choose from the specific upgrades
available to your crew type or the general upgrades on the crew sheet. For example,
you might pick the Cult upgrade Ritual Sanctum as one of your choices and also
the general upgrade Insight Training as your other choice.

When you assign your two upgrades, the GM will tell you about two factions

that are impacted by your choices:

@ One faction helped you get an upgrade. They like you, and you get +1 status
with them. At your option, spend 1 COIN to repay their kindness, and take
+2 status with them instead.

¢ One faction was screwed over when you got an upgrade. They don't like you,

and you get -2 status with them. At your option, spend 1 coIN to mollify
them, and take -1 status with them instead.

You'll be able get more upgrades in the future by earning xp (see Advancement,

page 48).
CHOOSE A FAVORITE CONTACT

Take alook at your list of potential contacts on the crew sheet. Choose one contact
who is a close friend, long-time ally, or partner in crime. The GM will tell you
about two factions that are impacted by your choice:

@ One faction is also friendly with this contact, and you get +1 status with them.
¢ One faction is unfriendly with this contact, and you get -1 status with them.

At your option, these factions are even more concerned with this contact and so
you take +2 and -2 status instead.



CREW UPGRADES

¢ BOAT HOUSE: You have a boat, a
dock on a waterway, and a small
shack to store boating supplies. A
second upgrade improves the boat
with armor and more cargo capacity.

¢ CARRIAGE HOUSE: You have a
carriage, two goats to pull it, and a
stable. A second upgrade improves the
carriage with armor and larger, swifter
goats. Horses are very rare in Doskvol—
most carriages in the city use the large
Akorosian goat as their draft animal.

¢ COHORT: A cohort is a gang or a
single expert NPC who works for
your crew. For all the details on
cohorts, see the following pages.

¢ HIDDEN LAIR: Your lair has a secret
location and is disguised to hide it
from view. If your lair is discovered,
use two downtime activities and pay
COIN equal to your Tier to relocate
it and hide it once again.

¢ MASTERY: Your crew has access
to master level training. You may
advance your PCs’ action ratings to
4 (until you unlock this upgrade, PC
action ratings are capped at 3). This
costs four upgrade boxes to unlock.

¢ QuALITY: Each upgrade improves
the quality rating of all the PCs’
items of that type, beyond the quality
established by the crew’s Tier and fine
items. You can improve the quality of
Documents, Gear (covers Burglary
Gear and Climbing Gear), Arcane
Implements, Subterfuge Supplies,
Tools (covers Demolitions Tools and
Tinkering Tools), and Weapons.

So, ifyou are Tier 0, with fine lockpicks
(+1) and the Quality upgrade for gear
(+1), you could contend equally with
a Tier II quality lock.

¢ QUARTERS: Your lair includes living
quarters for the crew. Without this
upgrade, each PC sleeps elsewhere,
and is vulnerable when they do so.

¢ SECURE LAIR: Your lair has locks,
alarms, and traps to thwart intruders.
A second upgrade improves the
defenses to include arcane measures
that work against spirits. You might
roll your crew’s Tier if these measures
are ever put to the test, to see how well
they thwart an intruder.

¢ TRAINING: If you have a Training
upgrade, you earn 2 xp (instead
of 1) when you train a given xp
track during downtime (INSIGHT,
PROWESS, RESOLVE, or Playbook
xp). This upgrade essentially helps
you advance more quickly. See
Advancement, page 48.

If you have Insight Training,
when you train INSIGHT during
downtime, you mark 2 xp on the
INSIGHT track (instead of just 1).
If you have Playbook Training,
you mark 2 xp on your playbook
xp track when you train.

@ VAULT: Your lair has a secure vault,
increasing your storage capacity
for coIN to 8. A second upgrade
increases your capacity to 16. A
separate part of your vault can be
used as a holding cell.

¢ WORKSHOP: Your lair has a
workshop appointed with tools for
tinkering and alchemy, as well as a
small library of books, documents,
and maps. You may accomplish
long-term projects with these assets
without leaving your lair.

CREW UPGRADES



COHORTS

A cohort is a gang or an expert who works for your crew. To recruit a new cohort,
spend two upgrades and create them using the process below.

CREATING A GANG
Choose a gang type from the list below:

¢ ADEPTS: Scholars, tinkerers, occultists, and chemists.

¢ Rooks: Con artists, spies, and socialites.

¢ ROVERS: Sailors, carriage drivers, and deathlands scavengers.

¢ SKULKS: Scouts, infiltrators, and thieves.

¢ THuGs: Killers, brawlers, and roustabouts.

A gang has scale and quality equal to your current crew Tier. It increases in scale

and quality when your crew moves up in Tier.
If your crew is Tier 0, your gang is quality 0 and scale 0 (1 or 2 people). When
your crew is Tier II, your gang is quality 2 and scale 2 (12 people).

Some crew upgrades will add the “Elite” feature to a gang, which gives them +1d
when they roll for a given Type. So, if you're Tier I and have a gang of Elite Thugs
(+1d), they would roll 2d when they try to kill a target.

CREATING AN EXPERT
Record the expert’s type (their specific area of expertise). They might be a Doctor,
an Investigator, an Occultist, an Assassin, a Spy, etc.

An expert has quality equal to your current crew Tier +1. Their scale is always
zero (1 person). Your experts increase in quality when your crew moves up in Tier.

EDGES & FLAWS

When you create a cohort, give them one or two edges and an equal number
of flaws.

EDGES

¢ Fearsome: The cohort is terrifying in aspect and reputation.

¢ Independent: The cohort can be trusted to make good decisions and act on
their own initiative in the absence of direct orders.

¢ Loyal: The cohort can’'t be bribed or turned against you.

¢ Tenacious: The cohort won't be deterred from a task.

FLaws

¢ Principled: The cohort has an ethic or values that it won’t betray.
¢ Savage: The cohort is excessively violent and cruel.

¢ Unreliable: The cohort isn’t always available, due to other obligations,
stupefaction from their vices, etc.

# Wild: The cohort is drunken, debauched, and loud-mouthed.



MODIFYING A COHORT

You can add an additional type to a gang or expert by spending two crew
upgrades. When a cohort performs actions for which its types apply, it uses its
full quality rating. Otherwise, its quality is zero. A given cohort can have up to
two types.

USING A COHORT

When you send a cohort to achieve a goal, roll their quality to see how it goes.
Or, a PC can oversee the maneuver by leading a group action. If you direct the
cohort with orders, roll CoMMAND. If you participate in the action alongside
the cohort, roll the appropriate action. The quality of any opposition relative to
the cohort’s quality affects the position and effect of the action.

The Bloodletters want to run the Grinders out of the alley where they'e selling
spark. They send their gang of Thugs to go kick the Grinders out. The GM rolls
2d for the Thugs’ quality, and gets a 3. An hour later, the Thugs come back,
beaten and bloody. One of them looks sheepish, “Those guys are tough, boss.”
(The GM inflicts harm on the cohort, and they failed their goal.)

The next day, Arcy goes back and leads a group action, rolling her 3d in
SKIRMISH alongside the Thugs’ 2d. Arcy gets a 6 this time—they beat the tar
out of the Grinders and send them packing (at least for now).

COHORT HARM & HEALING

Cobhorts suffer harm similarly to PCs. A cohort can suffer four levels of harm:
1. WEAKENED. The cohort has reduced effect.

2. IMPAIRED. The cohort operates with reduced quality (-1d).

3. BROKEN. The cohort can’'t do anything until they recover.

4.DEAD. The cohort is destroyed.

All of your cohorts heal during downtime. If circumstances are amenable for
recovery, each cohort removes one level of harm (or two levels of harm instead,
if a PC spends a downtime activity helping them recuperate).

If a cohort is destroyed, it may be replaced. Spend coIN equal to your Tier +2
to restore it, plus two downtime activities to recruit new gang members, or hire
a new expert.

The Bloodletters send their gang of Thugs to defend their lair against the Red
Sashes, while the PCs deal with a rather urgent demon problem. Unfortunately,
the already injured gang gets wiped out by the deadly (and numerous) Red
Sash sword-fighters (The GM makes fortune rolls—the gang gets a 2 and the
Sashes get a CRITICAL).

During the next downtime, Arcy restores the gang. She goes down to the docks
and recruits a new batch of thugs fresh off a boat from Skovlan. The Bloodletters
are Tier II so Arcy needs to spend 4 COIN to restore the cohort. This takes both
of Arcy’s free downtime activities.
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CREW CREATION SUMMARY

Choose a crew type. The crew type
determines the groups purpose, their
special abilities, and how they advance.

You begin at Tier 0, with strong hold
and 0 REP. You start with 2 COIN.

Choose an initial reputation and

lair. Choose how other underworld
factions see you: Ambitious—Brutal—
Daring—Honorable—Professional—
Savvy—Subtle—Strange. Look at the
map and pick a district in which to
place your lair. Describe the lair.

Establish your hunting grounds.

Look at the map and pick a
district in which to place your hunting
grounds. Decide how to deal with the
faction that claims that area.

¢ Pay them 1 CcOIN.
¢ Pay them 2 COIN. Get +1 status.
¢ Pay nothing. Get -1 status.

Choose a special ability. They’re

in the gray column in the middle
of the crew sheet. If you can’t decide,
choose the first ability on the list. It’s
placed there as a good first option.

Assign crew upgrades. Your crew

has two upgrades pre-selected.
Choose two more. If your crew has a
cohort, follow the procedure to create
it. Record the faction status changes
due to your upgrades:

@ One faction helped you get an
upgrade. Take +1 status with them.
Or spend 1 COIN for +2 status instead.

¢ One faction was harmed when you
got an upgrade. Take -2 status with
them. Or spend 1 cOIN for -1 status
instead.

Choose a favorite contact. Mark

the one who is a close friend,
long-time ally, or partner in crime.
Record the faction status changes
related to your contact:

@ One faction is friendly with your
contact. Take +1 status with them.

@ One faction is unfriendly with your
contact. Take -1 status with them.

At your option, increase the intensity
of the factions’ relationship with your
contact and take +2 and -2 status,
instead.

Opposite: A scoundrels’ lair overlooking Catcrawl Alley, near the Docks.
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Killers for hire

You're professional murderers—death is your business. In Duskwall, this means
extra trouble from the spirit bells and vengeful ghosts. Be prepared!

When you play Assassins, you earn xp when you execute a successful accident,
disappearance, murder, or ransom operation.

Do you have any scruples when it comes to who you kill? Is everyone fair game?

STARTING UPGRADES CONTACLTS

¢ Training: INSIGHT. # Trev, a gang boss. Perhaps a gang

* Training: PROWESS. that helped your crew get started?

¢ Lydra, a deal broker. Perhaps she acts

HUNTING GROUNDS as a liaison with your clients?
Choose a favored operation type:

¢ Accident: A killing with no telltale

¢ Irimina, a vicious noble. Perhaps a
potential patron for your crew?

signs of murder.

¢ Disappearance: The victim vanishes
without a trace.

¢ Murder: An obvious killing that

¢ Karlos, a bounty hunter. Perhaps a
source for off-book government “wet
work?”

¢ Exeter, a Spirit Warden. Perhaps a

sends a message. double-agent informant for you?

¢ Ransom: Akidnapping and demand ¢ Seyoy, a merchant lord. Perhaps a
for payment for their return. connection to clients with deep pockets?

ASSASSINS UPGRADES

# Assassin Rigging: You get 2 free load worth of weapon or gear items. For
example, you could carry a pistol (a weapon) and burglary tools (gear) for zero load.

¢ Ironhook Contacts: Your Tier is effectively +1 higher in prison. This counts for
any Tier-related element in prison, including the incarceration roll (see page 148).

¢ Elite Skulks: All of your cohorts with the Skulks type get +1d to quality rolls
for Skulk-related actions.

¢ Elite Thugs: All of your cohorts with the Thugs type get +1d to quality rolls
for Thug-related actions.

¢ Hardened: Each PC gets +1 TRAUMA box. This costs three upgrades to unlock,
not just one. This may bring a PC with 4 TRAUMA back into play if you wish.



ASSASSINS CLAIMS

TRAINING HAGFISH
ROOMS VICE DEN FIXER INFORMANTS FARM
VICTIM COVER

TROPHIES TURF TURF OPERATION

PROTECTION COVER CITY
RACKET INFIRMARY ENVOY IDENTITIES RECORDS

CiTtYy RECORDS: You get +1d to the
engagement roll for stealth plans. You
can use blueprints and other documents
to determine a good approach for
infiltrations.

COVER IDENTITIES: You get +1d to
the engagement roll for deception and
social plans. False identities help confuse
the opposition.

COVER OPERATION: You get -2 HEAT
per score. The cover of a legitimate
operation helps deflect some of the heat
from law enforcement.

ENvoY: You get +2 COIN in payoff for
scores that involve high-class clients. This
well-connected liaison will help arrange
for a better payoff from rich clients.

FIXER: You get +2 COIN in payoff for
scores that involve lower-class clients.
This well-respected agent will help arrange
for a better payoff from poorer clients.

HaGFrisH FARM: When you use the
reduce HEAT downtime activity after a
score that involves killing, you get +1d to
the roll and quiet, convenient disposal of
any corpses you left on the job.

INFIRMARY: You get +1d to healing
treatment rolls. The infirmary also has
beds for long-term convalescence.

INFORMANTS: You get +1d to gather
information for a score. Your eyes and
ears on the streets are always on the
lookout for new targets.

PROTECTION RACKET: Any time
during downtime, roll dice equal to your
Tier. You earn COIN equal to the highest
result, minus your HEAT. Some of the
locals are terrified of you and will gladly
pay for “protection.”

TRAINING Rooms: Your Skulks cohorts
get +1 scale. Extra training enables them
to fight like a larger gang.

VicE DEN: Any time during downtime,
roll dice equal to your Tier. You earn
COIN equal to the highest result, minus
your HEAT.

Victim TROPHIES: You get +1 rep per
score. Word of your grisly “collection” gets
around, and your boldness boosts your rep
in the underworld.
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ASSASSINS SPECIAL ABILITIES

DEADLY
Each PC may add +1 action rating to HUNT, PROWL, or SKIRMISH (up to a
max rating of 3).

Each player may choose the action they prefer (you don’t all have to choose the
same one). If you take this ability during initial character and crew creation,
it supersedes the normal starting limit for action ratings.

CROW’S VEIL

Due to hard-won experience or occult ritual, your activities are hidden from
the notice of the deathseeker crows. You don't take extra HEAT when killing is
involved on a score.

The bells don’t ring at the crematorium when a member of your crew kills
someone. Do you have a “membership ritual” now that conveys this talent?

EMBERDEATH

Due to hard-won experience or occult ritual, you know the arcane method to
destroy a living victim’s spirit at the moment you kill them. Take 3 stress to
channel electroplasmic energy from the ghost field to disintegrate the spirit and
body in a shower of sparking embers.

This ability activates at the moment of the target’s death (spend 3 stress then or
lose the opportunity to use it). It can only be triggered by a killing blow. Some
particularly powerful supernatural entities or specially protected targets may
be resistant or immune to this ability.

NO TRACES

When you keep an operation quiet or make it look like an accident, you get half
the REP value of the target (round up) instead of zero. When you end downtime
with zero HEAT, take +1 REP.

There are many clients who value quiet operations. This ability rewards you
for keeping a low-profile.

PATRON

When you advance your Tier, it costs half the COIN it normally would.
Who is your patron? Why do they help you?

PREDATORS
When you use a stealth or deception plan to commit murder, take +1d to the
engagement roll.

This ability applies when the goal is murder. It doesn’t apply to other stealth or
deception operations you attempt that happen to involve killing.

VIPERS
When you acquire or craft poisons, you get +1 result level to your roll. When
you employ a poison, you are specially prepared to be immune to its effects.

The poison immunity lasts for the entire score, until you next have downtime.



ASSASSINS OPPORTUNITIES

ASSASSINS

1 Two feuding noble houses put out the call for hired killers.

2 A fading noble house wants to exact revenge on their enemies list.
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3 A grieving noble lord or lady wants revenge for a child killed in a legal duel.
4 A noble wants to eliminate their rival leviathan hunter captain before the next hunt.

5 A noble wants to clear the way for a lucrative marriage—Kill the rival suitor.

A noble has been targeted by an underworld faction and will pay a hefty price to
eliminate the gang leader—with little understanding of the consequences.

A crime boss is facing serious charges and the inspector can’t be bought—Kkill
the witnesses.

The new city official is extorting extreme bribes for looking the other way. It’s just
cheaper to kill them. You get several offers from different gangs.

3 Three warring street gangs put out the call for hired killers.

A powerful crime boss is enjoying safety in the prison ward they control. Their
rival wants you to get in there and take them out.

5 The last survivor of a destroyed underworld faction wants revenge.

An underworld faction member has vanished with the treasury. Find them and
kill them—and make it a good example for others.

1 Two competing merchant houses put out a call for the assassination of their rival.

An intelligence agent has identified a key Doskvol official whose death will serve
a particular foreign interest.

3 A cult requires a series of specific and bizarre killings to serve their dark rituals.
4 A scorned lover wants their former partner (and their new paramour) dead.

5 Several poor families offer you their combined savings to kill a cruel workhouse boss.

A strangely lucid ghost will lead you to their killer for revenge—and then to a
hidden treasure for your payment.

For any opportunity above, consider an Accident, Disappearance, Murder, or
Ransom operation. To twist an opportunity or add additional elements, roll on
the score generator tables on page 306-309.
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Mercenaries and thugs

Some crews plot and scheme, some crews sneak around, some crews get entangled
with the occult—you fight. The fist and the blade are all you need.

When you play Bravos, you earn xp when you execute a successful battle,
extortion, sabotage, or smash & grab operation.

Are you brutal thugs, savvy sell-swords, or ruthless gangsters?

STARTING UPGRADES CONTACLTS

¢ Training: PROWESS. # Meg, a pit-fighter. Perhaps a trainer,

# Cohort: Gang, type THUGS. or perhaps a fellow extortion artist?

¢ Conway, a Bluecoat. Perhaps an

HUNTING GROUNDS informant within the City Waich?
Choose a favored operation type: ¢ Keller, a blacksmith. Perhaps a
¢ Battle: Defeat an enemy with source for armaments?

overwhelming force. ¢ Tomas, a physicker. Perhaps a former
¢ Extortion: Threaten violence unless thug turned doctor?

you're paid off.

¢ Walker, a ward boss. Perhaps an

¢ Sabotage: Hurt an opponent by employer who often needs violent
destroying something. work?

¢ Smash & Grab: A fast and violent

# Lutes, a tavern owner. Perhaps a good
armed robbery.

source of news and gossip?

BRAVOS UPGRADES

¢ Bravos Rigging: You get 2 free load worth of weapon or armor items. For
example, you could carry a sword & pistol or wear normal armor for zero load.

¢ Ironhook Contacts: Your Tier is effectively +1 higher in prison. This counts for
any Tier-related element in prison, including the incarceration roll (see page 148).

¢ Elite Rovers: All of your cohorts with the Rovers type get +1d to quality rolls
for Rover-related actions.

¢ Elite Thugs: All of your cohorts with the Thugs type get +1d to quality rolls
for Thug-related actions.

¢ Hardened: Each PC gets +1 TRAUMA box. This costs three upgrades to unlock,
not just one. This may bring a PC with 4 TRAUMA back into play if you wish.



BRAVOS CLAIMS

TERRORIZED PROTECTION
BARRACKS TURF CITIZENS INFORMANTS RACKET
FIGHTING
PITS TURF TURF TURF
BLUECOAT STREET BLUECOAT
INFIRMARY INTIMIDATION FENCE WAREHDUSES CONFEDERATES

BARRACKS: Your Thug cohorts get
+1 scale. Extra room means more gang
members.

BLUECOAT CONFEDERATES: You
get +1d to the engagement roll for
assault plans. The street patrol around
here helps you out now.

BLUECOAT INTIMIDATION: You get
-2 HEAT per score. The law doesn’t
want any trouble from you; they look
the other way.

F1GHTING P1Ts During downtime,
roll dice equal to your Tier. You earn
COIN equal to the highest result, minus
your HEAT. The locals love to gamble
away their hard-won coin on the blood-
sports you host.

INFIRMARY: You get +1d to healing
treatment rolls. The infirmary also has
beds for long-term convalescence.

INFORMANTS: You get +1d to gather
information for a score. Your eyes and
ears on the streets are always on the
lookout for new targets.

PROTECTION RACKET: Any time
during downtime, roll dice equal to
your Tier. You earn COIN equal to the
highest result, minus your HEAT. Sorme
of the locals are terrified of you and will
gladly pay for “protection.”

STREET FENCE: You get +2 COIN in
your payoft for scores that involve
lower-class targets. An expert can find
the treasure amid the trash you loot
from your poorer victims.

TERRORIZED CITIZENS: You get
+2 COIN in your payoff for scores
that involve battle or extortion. The
frightened locals offer you tribute
whenever you lash out. They don’t want
to be next.

WAREHOUSES: You get +1d to acquire
asset rolls. You have space to hold all
the various spoils you end up with after
your battles. It can be useful on its own
or for barter when you need it.
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BRAVOS SPECIAL ABILITIES

DANGEROUS
Each PC may add +1 action rating to HUNT, SKIRMISH, or WRECK (up to a
max rating of 3).
Each player may choose the action they prefer (you don’t all have to choose the
same one). If you take this ability during initial character and crew creation,
it supersedes the normal starting limit for action ratings.

BLOOD BROTHERS

When you fight alongside your cohorts in combat, they get +1d for teamwork
rolls (setup and group actions). All of your cohorts get the Thugs type for free
(if they’re already Thugs, add another type).

If you have the Elite Thugs upgrade, it stacks with this ability. So, if you had
an Adepts gang cohort, and the Elite Thugs upgrade, and then took Blood
Brothers, your Adepts would add the Thugs type and also get +1d to rolls
when they did Thug-type actions.

This ability may result in a gang with three types, surpassing the normal limit
of two.

DOOR KICKERS
When you execute an assault plan, take +1d to the engagement roll.

This ability applies when the goal is to attack an enemy. It doesn’t apply to
other operations you attempt that happen to involve fighting.

FIENDS
Fear is as good as respect. You may count each WANTED LEVEL as if it were turf.

The maximum WANTED LEVEL is 4. Regardless of how much turf you hold
(from this ability or otherwise) the minimum REP cost to advance your Tier
is always 6.

FORGED IN THE FIRE

Each PC has been toughened by cruel experience. You get +1d to resistance rolls.
This ability applies to PCs in the crew. It doesn’t confer any special toughness
to your cohorts.

PATRON

When you advance your Tier, it costs half the COIN it normally would.
Who is your patron? Why do they help you?

WAR DOGS

When you're at war (-3 faction status), your crew does not suffer -1 hold and
PCs still get two downtime activities, instead of just one.



BRAVOS OPPORTUNITIES

BRAVOS

1 A jeweler has set up shop nearby. Lots of tempting pieces for the grabbing.

A local merchant is telling everyone that they “never capitulate to brutes” and urges
others to follow suit. People are listening.

3 A channel fisherman wants his competitor’s boats destroyed.

4 A tavern owner is plagued by rowdy brawls every night. They want an end to it.

A distillery fires all their Skovlander workers and refuses to pay their wages for time
already worked. The Skovs are camped outside, demanding justice.

6 A group of merchants are seeking mercenary muscle to defy the local gang payoffs.

The Bluecoats have set up watchtowers and checkpoints to search people for weapons
and pad their arrest quotas.

2 The city council wants leg-breakers to put an end to unionizing among the dockers.
A noble has hired a small private army to guard their estate for some reason. Must be
something worth defending in there...

The sparkwrights are building a loud, clanking machine in a tower across from an
apartment building. The tenants are outraged by the noise and smoke.

Ironhook is hiring toughs to provide security for a special expedition into the
deathlands. The scavengers are all death-row convicts.

Skovlander soldiers have stolen an armed naval ship, and are assaulting craft in the
channel.

A rival gang keeps treasures from their crimes out in the open in their lair, expecting
their fearsome reputation to dissuade any potential robbery.

2 A group of vigilantes has appeared, crippling anyone they deem to be “criminal scum.”
A vicious gang stalks the district, robbing with impunity and daring anyone to
challenge them.

A horde of hollows is loose in the underground canals, dragging people to watery
deaths and terrorizing the area, shutting down commerce and vice.

A gambling den operator needs a crew to make an example of a high-roller who

skipped out on a huge debt.

6 A vampire-hunter has come to Doskvol and needs assistance.

For any opportunity above, consider a Battle, Extortion, Sabotage, or Smash &
Grab operation. To twist an opportunity or add additional elements, roll on the
score generator tables on pages 306-309.
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Acolytes of a forgotten god

You heard the secret voice calling in the darkness. You obeyed. You are its
instrument—and the world shall bow before its glory, or burn.

When you play a Cult, you earn xp when you advance the agenda of your deity
or embody its precepts in action. Instead of hunting grounds, you have sacred
sites that you use for your operations.

STARTING UPGRADES DEITY

¢ Training: RESOLVE. Name your deity and describe it with

# Cohort: Gang, type ADEPTS. two features from the list:

Alluring, Cruel, Ferocious, Monstrous,

SACRED SITES

Choose a favored operation type:

¢ Acquisition: Procure an arcane
artifact and attune it to your god.

¢ Augury: Do what you must to attract

Radiant, Sinister, Serene, Transcendent

CONTACLTS
¢ Gagan, an academic.

¢ Adikin, an occultist.

the god’s attention and counsel. . . .
& ¢ Hutchins, an antiquarian.

¢ Consecration: Anoint a place for . .
. ¢ Moriya, a spirit trafficker.
your deity.

# Sacrifice: Destroy what is valuable or ¢ Mateas Kline, a noble.

good in honor of your god. ¢ Bennett, an astronomer.

CULT UPGRADES

¢ Cult Rigging: You get 2 free load worth of document or implement items. For
example, you could carry a profane book of curses and a demon’s hand for zero load.

# Ritual Sanctum in Lair: This counts as a sacred and arcane workshop for
occult practices and rituals.

¢ Elite Adepts: All of your cohorts with the Adepts type get +1d to quality rolls
for Adept-related actions.

¢ Elite Thugs: All of your cohorts with the Thugs type get +1d to quality rolls
for Thug-related actions.

¢ Ordained: Each PC gets +1 TRAUMA box. This costs three upgrades to unlock,
not just one. This may bring a PC with 4 TRAUMA back into play if you wish.



ANCIENT ANCIENT
CLOISTER VICE DEN OFFERTORY OBELISK TOWER
TURF TURF TURF TURF
SPIRIT ANCIENT SACRED ANCIENT
WELL GATE SANCTUARY NEXUS ALTAR

ANCIENT ALTAR: You get +1d to the
engagement roll for occult plans. Its
blessing is with you.

ANCIENT GATE: Safe passage in the
deathlands. When you leave the city
through this gate, the spirits of the
deathlands will not molest you unless
directly provoked.

ANCIENT OBELISK: -1 stress cost for
all arcane powers and rituals. This effect
applies to all cultists, everywhere—so
long as the deity is well-pleased. You
don’t have to be on-site at the obelisk to
benefit from its power.

ANCIENT TOWER: You get +1d to
CONSORT with arcane entities on-site.
This tower was prepared by sorcery from
the pre-cataclysm and acts as an arcane
lens to focus eldritch energy across the
black mirror into the void.

CLOISTER: Your Adept cohorts get
+1 scale. More room for hopeful novices
desperate to pledge their service.

OFFERTORY: You get +2 COIN in your
payoff for scores that involve occult
operations. The frightened locals offer
you tribute when you perform your dark
practices. They don’t want to be next.

SANCTUARY: +1d to COMMAND and
SwAy rolls on-site. Your sanctuary
maintains its effect as long as your deity
is well-pleased with your service.

SPIRIT WELL: You get +1d to ATTUNE
rolls on-site. A spirit well draws ghosts
and other things to its power, which you
harness to aid your arts.

SACRED NEXUS: You get +1d to
healing treatment rolls. Ancient arcane
energy seeps into the wounded here,
speeding their recovery, and marking
them consecrated by its power.

VICE DEN: Any time during downtime,
roll dice equal to your Tier. You earn
COIN equal to the highest result, minus
your HEAT.
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CULT SPECIAL ABILITIES

CHOSEN
Each PC may add +1 action rating to ATTUNE, STUDY, or SWAY (up to a max
rating of 3).
Each player may choose the action they prefer (you don’t all have to choose the
same one). If you take this ability during initial character and crew creation,
it supersedes the normal starting limit for action ratings.

ANOINTED
You gain +1d to resistance rolls against supernatural threats. You get +1d to
healing rolls when you have supernatural harm.

BOUND IN DARKNESS

You may use teamwork maneuvers with any cult member, regardless of the
distance separating you. By taking 1 stress, your whispered message is heard
by every cultist.

By what occult means does your teamwork manifest over distance? How is it
strange or disturbing? By what ritualistic method are cult members initiated
into this ability?

CONVICTION

Each PC gains an additional vice: Worship. When you indulge this vice and
bring a pleasing sacrifice, you don’t overindulge if you clear excess stress. In
addition, your deity will assist any one action roll you make—from now until
you indulge this vice again.

What sort of sacrifice does your deity find pleasing?

GLORY INCARNATE

Your deity sometimes manifests in the physical world. This can be a great boon,
but the priorities and values of a god are not those of mortals. You have been
warned.

SEALED IN BLOOD
Each human sacrifice yields -3 stress cost for any ritual you perform.

For details on Rituals, see page 222.
ZEALOTRY

Your cohorts have abandoned their reason to devote themselves to the cult. They
will undertake any service, no matter how dangerous or strange. They gain +1d
to rolls when they act against enemies of the faith.



CULT OPPORTUNITIES

A student at Doskvol Academy publishes a treatise claiming your god is a corrupted
translation of an even more ancient god.

It has become trendy for young people of high society to pretend to swoon and have
visions, but not all of them are pretense.

Construction work has accidentally unearthed an ancient spirit well, and awakened
the entities trapped there since the cataclysm.

A rival cult’s secret regalia have some connection with the Immortal Emperor: are
they his agents or is it mere coincidence?

A noble performed a desperate ritual seeking assistance from your god. You have
been chosen as the instrument of its aid.

A prominent collector of artifacts chokes to death in the streets, vomiting blackened
blood and gasping the name of your god.

A rival cult is destroying any and all artifacts and sites sacred to other gods. They
seem to be have some arcane means of discovery. You may be next.

2 The murder of a noble has signs and sigils of your god left at the crime scene.

Local citizens in the area around your lair have started working together at odd
times, in a trance, constructing something alien out of strange debris.

A trio of formidable ghosts arrive at your lair and announce themselves as the true
ancient masters of your cult.

5 The anointed champion of a rival cult challenges your chosen one to deadly combat.

The Spirit Wardens intend to revive an ancient barbarism and burn a “witch” in the
public square. Your god forbids this to occur, now or ever.

A moldy tome has been recovered from the bag of a Tycherosi vagrant: it contradicts
some vital tenet of your cult’s doctrine.

A wealthy cult offers you riches (coin, claim, cohort, etc.) to abandon your faith and
enter into their congregation.

A leviathan hunter ship returns to port, devoid of crew or any items save one thing: a
huge pyramid of alien metal, thrumming with the secret name of your god.

A gang of thugs is having serious mystical problems from a rival group. They hire
you to put an end to it.

Blessed coins placed in the mouths of the faithful dead allow ghosts to return even
after the Spirit Wardens have seen to them. Who is doing this? How?

6 Your altars crumble, your artifacts crack. Demonstrate your true faith, or despair.

For any opportunity above, consider an Acquisition, Augury, Consecration, or
Sacrifice operation. To twist an opportunity or add additional elements, roll on
the score generator tables on pages 306-309.
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Vice dealers

All of Doskvol craves escape. They can’t go outside... but they can turn to you.

When you play Hawkers, you earn xp when you acquire new product supply,
execute clandestine or covert sales, or secure new sales territory. Instead of
hunting grounds, you have a sales territory where you sell your product.

What's your product? Who's your supplier? Where and how do you sell it?

STARTING UPGRADES

¢ Training: RESOLVE.

@ Lair: Secure.

SALES TERRITORY

Choose a favored operation type:

# Sale: A significant transaction with a
special buyer of illicit product.

¢ Supply: A transaction to acquire new
product or establish a new supplier.

¢ Show of Force: Make an example of
an enemy to dominate territory.

¢ Socialize: Improve customer and/or
supplier relations with a social event.

HAWKERS UPGRADES

CONTACLTS

¢ Rolan Wott, a magistrate. Perhaps
with a feckless son in Doskvol
Academy, always in need of rescuing?

# Laroze, a Bluecoat. Perhaps an
informant within the City Watch?

¢ Lydra, a deal broker. Perhaps known
for her vicious retribution on those
who don’t hold up their end?

¢ Hoxley, a smuggler. Perhaps a friend
of powerful ship captains?

# Anya, a dilettante. Perhaps a well-
connected socialite?

@ Marlo, a gang boss. Perhaps a good
partner with a gang of tough thugs?

¢ Hawker Rigging: One carried item is concealed and has no load. For example,
you could carry a load of drugs or a weapon, perfectly concealed, for zero load.

¢ Ironhook Contacts: Your Tier is effectively +1 higher in prison. This counts for
any Tier-related element in prison, including the incarceration roll (see page 148).

¢ Elite Rooks: All of your cohorts with the Rooks type get +1d to quality rolls

for Rook-related actions.

¢ Elite Thugs: All of your cohorts with the Thugs type get +1d to quality rolls

for Thug-related actions.

¢ Composed: Each PC gets +1 stress box. This costs three upgrades to unlock,

not just one.



HAWKERS CLAIMS

PERSONAL

LOCAL

TURF CLOTHIER GRAFT LOOKOUTS INFORMANTS
LUXURY
TURF TURF TURF VENUE
FOREIGN VICE DEN SURPLUS COVER COVER
MARKET CACHE OPERATION IDENTITIES

COVER IDENTITIES: You get +1d to
the engagement roll for deception
and social plans. False identities help
confuse the opposition.

COVER OPERATION: You get -2 HEAT
per score. The cover of a legitimate
operation helps deflect some of the heat
from law enforcement.

FOREIGN MARKET: Any time during
downtime, roll dice equal to your Tier.
You earn CcOIN equal to the highest
result, minus your HEAT. Some of your
product makes its way out of the city.

INFORMANTS: You get +1d to gather
information for a score. Your eyes and
ears on the streets are always on the
lookout for new clients.

LocAL GRAFT: You get +2 COIN in
pavyoft for scores that involve a show of
force or socializing. A few city officials
share bribe money with those who show
that they’re players on the scene.

LooxkouTs: You get +1d to HUNT or
SURVEY on your turf.

LuxURY VENUE: +1d to CONSORT
and SwAY rolls on-site. Silks, paintings,
and crystal impress the clientele.

PERSONAL CLOTHIER: You get +1d
to the engagement roll for social
plans. You always arrive on the scene
in the most current and alluring fashion.

SurpLUS CACHE: You get +2 COIN in
payoft for scores that involve product
sale or supply. You have an abundance
of product, which pads your pockets
every now and then.

VICE DEN: Any time during downtime,
roll dice equal to your Tier. You earn
COIN equal to the highest result, minus
your HEAT. Is this claim a den you've
overtaken from another purveyot, or a
new establishment replacing something
else?
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HAWKER SPECIAL ABILITIES

SILVER TONGUES
Each PC may add +1 action rating to COMMAND, CONSORT, or SWAY (up to
a max rating of 3).

Each player may choose the action they prefer (you don’t all have to choose the
same one). If you take this ability during initial character and crew creation,
it supersedes the normal starting limit for action ratings.

ACCORD
Sometimes friends are as good as territory. You may treat up to three +3 faction
statuses you hold as if they are turf.

If your status changes, you lose the turf until it becomes +3 again. Regardless
of how much turf you hold (from this ability or otherwise) the minimum REP
cost to advance your Tier is always 6.

GHOST MARKET

Through arcane ritual or hard-won experience, you have discovered how to
prepare your product for sale to ghosts and/or demons. They do not pay in coin.
What do they pay with?

The GM will certainly have an idea about how your strange new clients pay,
but jump in with your own ideas, too! This ability is usually a big shift in the
game, so talk it out and come up with something that everyone is excited
about. If it’s a bit mysterious and uncertain, that’s good. You have more to
explore that way.

THE GOOD STUFF
Your merchandise is exquisite. The product quality is equal to your Tier +2.
When you deal with a crew or faction, the GM will tell you who among them is
hooked on your product (one, a few, many, or all).
The quality of your product might be used for a fortune roll to find out how
impressed a potential client is, to find out how enthralled or incapacitated a user
is in their indulgence of it, to discover if a strange variation has side-effects, etc.

HIGH SOCIETY
It’s all about who you know. Take -1 HEAT during downtime and +1d to gather
information about the city’s elite.

HOOKED
Your gang members use your product. Add the savage, unreliable, or wild flaw
to your gangs to give them +1 quality (max rating of 4).

PATRON
When you advance your Tier, it costs half the COIN it normally would.
Who is your patron? Why do they help you?



HAWKER OPPORTUNITIES

A taste-making dilettante noble is slumming in your area with their coterie of
sycophants, looking for “the next exciting thing””

HAWKERS

A knock-off product shows up on the streets and undercuts your price. Is your
supplier cutting you out?
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Your upscale clients are tired of coming to your territory for their fix. Set up a
distribution front in a nicer part of town. (Or the same for low-class clients.)

Students at Doskvol Academy have shown an interest in your supply, but they need it
delivered to them, past the crisp Bluecoat security.

5 A solo operator is providing a much more popular version of your product.

A masked figure will pay you well for the opportunity to discreetly kill one of your
regulars while they're... distracted.

A city council member is considering a total ban on an illicit product—they might
be persuaded to make it yours, driving demand sky-high.

The gang who operated your territory years ago is back from the Dagger Isles and
expects to get back to business as usual.

A Bluecoat killed their last dealer for “pushing their relationship too far,;” and comes
to the crew for an alternate source.

The smugglers in your supply chain want to cut out all intermediaries and deal with
you directly.

A legendary rip-off man and their crew are hitting stash houses. Now a bounty has
been put on their head—can you claim it?

A brutal gang of savage killers has wiped out a rival’s vice den. Now they want you to
step in and run it for them.

The cult of a forgotten god approaches you with an offer of partnership: they can
make your product much more appealing in exchange for... special considerations.

A fiery street-crier rails against your product and drives down demand. But you
think you recognize them as a customer...

A new vice gang is making really smart, savvy moves. Rumor is, they’re guided by
the ghost of a legendary street operator.

4 Ghosts of former customers are suddenly drawn back to you, demanding their fix.
An arcane killer is targeting vice-users and dealers, leaving their hollowed shells
wandering the streets.

An infamous leviathan hunter has tastes that... you probably don’t usually provide

for. But she’s willing to pay very well.

For any opportunity above, consider a Sale, Supply, Show of Force, or Socialize
operation. To twist an opportunity or add additional elements, roll on the score
generator tables on pages 306-309.
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Thieves and spies

Everyone wants something that they can’t have. That’s where you come in.

When you play Shadows, you earn xp when you execute a burglary, espionage,
robbery, or sabotage operation.

Do you spy and steal primarily to serve your own interests, or do you sell your
services to whoever will pay?

STARTING UPGRADES CONTACTS
¢ Training: PROWESS. ¢ Dowler, an explorer. Perhaps one of
& Lair: Hidden. the rare deathlands scavengers that
survived his sentence?
HUNTING GROUNDS # Laroze, a Bluecoat. Perhaps an

Choose a favored operation type: informant within the City Watch?

¢ Amancio, a deal broker. Perhaps a
well-connected underworld figure,
famous for their neutrality?

¢ Burglary: Theft by breaking and

entering.

¢ Espionage: Obtain secret information
by covert or clandestine means.

¢ Robbery: Theft by force or threats.

¢ Sabotage: Hurt an opponent by
destroying something.

¢ Fitz, a collector. Perhaps an aficionado
of strange artifacts?

¢ Adelaide Phroaig, a noble. Perhaps
a source for scores among the elite?

¢ Rigney, a tavern owner. Perhaps a
good source of news and gossip?

SHADOWS UPGRADES

¢ Thief Rigging: You get 2 free load worth of tool or gear items. For example, you
could carry burglary gear and tinkering tools for zero load.

¢ Underground Maps and Passkeys: You have easy passage through the
underground canals, tunnels, and basements of the city.

¢ Elite Rooks: All of your cohorts with the Rooks type get +1d to quality rolls
for Rook-related actions.

¢ Elite Skulks: All of your cohorts with the Skulks type get +1d to quality rolls
for Skulk-related actions.

¢ Steady: Each PC gets +1 stress box. This costs three upgrades to unlock, not
just one.



SHADOWS CLAIMS

INTERROGATION

LOYAL

GAMBLING

CHAMBER TURF FENCE DEN TAVERN
DRUG DEN INFORMANTS TURF LOOKOUTS

HAGFISH COVERT SECRET
FARM INFIRMARY DROP TURF PATHWAYS

COVERT DROP: You get +2 COIN in
payoff for scores that involve espionage
or sabotage. The perfect hidden
exchange point is worth the extra coin
to discerning clientele.

DRuG DEN: Any time during downtime,
roll dice equal to your Tier. You earn
COIN equal to the highest result, minus
your HEAT. What's the drug of choice?

GAMBLING DEN: Any time during
downtime, roll dice equal to your Tier.
You earn COIN equal to the highest
result, minus your HEAT. Cards, dice,
or something more unusual on offer?

HAaGFisH FARM: When you use the
reduce HEAT downtime activity after a
score that involves killing, you get +1d
to the roll and quiet, convenient disposal
of any corpses you left on the job.

INFIRMARY: You get +1d to healing
treatment rolls. The infirmary also has
beds for long-term convalescence.

INFORMANTS: You get +1d to gather
information for a score. Your eyes and
ears on the streets are always on the
lookout for new targets.

INTERROGATION CHAMBER: You get
+1d to CoOMMAND and SWAY on-site.
Grisly business, but effective.

Looxkours: You get +1d to HUNT or
SURVEY on your turf.

LovaL FENCE: You get +2 COIN in
payoff for scores that involve burglary
or robbery. It requires a skilled eye and
good contacts to move stolen goods.

SECRET PATHWAYS: You get +1d to
the engagement roll for stealth plans.
You might have access to long-forgotten
underground canals, rooftop walkways,
or some other route of your choosing.

TAVERN: You get +1d to CONSORT
and SWAY rolls on-site. Sorme booze and
friendly conversation can go a long way.

17

wnm
=
=]
=]
=
==
(74 ]

CREW



118

SHADOWS SPECIAL ABILITIES

EVERYONE STEALS
Each PC may add +1 action rating to PROWL, FINESSE, or TINKER (up to a
max rating of 3).

Each player may choose the action they prefer (you don’t all have to choose the
same one). If you take this ability during initial character and crew creation,
it supersedes the normal starting limit for action ratings.

GHOST ECHOES

From weird experience or occult ritual, all crew members gain the ability to see

and interact with the ghostly structures, streets, and objects within the echo of

Doskvol that exists in the ghost field.
You might explore the echo of an ancient building, crumbled to dust in the
real world, but still present in the ghost field; or discern the electroplasmic
glow of treasures lost in the depths of the canals; or use a sorcerous ghost door
from the pre-cataclysm to infiltrate an otherwise secure location; etc. The GM
will tell you what echoes persist nearby when you gather information about
them. You might also undertake investigations to discover particular echoes
you hope to find.

PACK RATS
Your lair is a jumble of stolen items. When you roll to acquire an asset, take +1d.

This ability might mean that you actually have the item you need in your pile
of stuff, or it could mean you have extra odds and ends to barter with.

PATRON
When you advance your Tier, it costs half the COIN it normally would.

Who is your patron? Why do they help you?

SECOND STORY
When you execute a clandestine infiltration, you get +1d to the engagement roll.

SLIPPERY

When you roll entanglements, roll twice and keep the one you want. When you
reduce HEAT on the crew, take +1d.

The GM might sometimes want to choose an entanglement instead of rolling.
In that case, they’ll choose two and you can pick between them.

SYNCHRONIZED
When you perform a group action, you may count multiple 6s from different
rolls as a CRITICAL success.

For example, Lyric leads a group action to ATTUNE fo the ghost field to
overcome a magical ward on the Dimmer Sisters’ door. Emily, Lyric’s player,
rolls and gets a 6, and so does Matt! Because the crew has Synchronized, their
two separate 6s count as a CRITICAL success on the roll.



SHADOWS

SHADOWS OPPORTUNITIES

1 Alocal art dealer announces an exhibition of rare ancient Iruvian jewelry.

The Path of Echoes needs a specific body purloined from the crematorium before it’s
dissolved tonight.
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A collector wants to steal an original work of art or industry and replace it with a
forgery.

A client wants to extract a loved one from their servitude in an indentured work
house.

5 A ghost wants you to secure the rest of their precious collection of worldly things.

A master assassin has come out of retirement for one more job. Many would pay well
to know who their target is.

The black sheep of a noble family wants their revenge, and the deed to the ancestral
estate is the key.

2 A drug gang wants to obtain the secret formula for their rival’s popular new product.
Strange artifacts were recovered from the Void Sea. They're held at Bellweather for
analysis by the Spirit Wardens.

Rumors of war, aren’t there always? Plant a damning paper trail in the office of the
ambassador.

Anti-Imperial agents are passing information while on the trains. Intercept their
communiques.

A professor in Sparkwright Tower wants their rival’s research notes. Make it look like
a common burglary.

A Bluecoat squad doesn’t want to make a very dangerous arrest. Steal the evidence
from the Inspector’s safe.

A damning piece of evidence against a vulnerable crime lord is held in a bank vault
until trial.

A client seeks the source of altered texts sold to academy students that are driving
them to madness and murder.

A desperate Inspector needs you to plant evidence to bring down a demon-corrupted
Spirit Warden.

A circus is in town, featuring strange creatures and mysterious animals. A client
would pay well for a new pet.

Only one gang member survived their botched job. Can you clean the bloody scene
before the authorities arrive?

For any opportunity above, consider a Burglary, Espionage, Robbery, or Sabotage
operation. To twist an opportunity or add additional elements, roll on the score
generator tables on pages 306-309.
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Contraband transporters

Hlicit goods are the life-blood of Duskwall—both for those who consume them and
those who profit from their taxation and criminalization. Smugglers keep the city alive.

When you play Smugglers, you earn xp when you execute a smuggling
operation or acquire new clients or contraband sources. Instead of hunting
grounds, you have cargo types that you use for your operations.

What kind of contraband do you transport? Do you have any rules about what

you will or won'’t carry?

STARTING UPGRADES
¢ Training: PROWESS.

¢ Vehicle: A boat or carriage.

CARGO TYPES

Choose a favored cargo type:

¢ Arcane/Weird: Spirit essences,
ghosts, cult materials.

¢ Arms: Restricted military weapons,
heavy ordnance, explosives.

¢ Contraband: High-tax luxuries,
drugs, banned art, etc.

¢ Passengers: People or livestock
traveling in secret.

SMUGGLERS UPGRADES

CONTACLTS

¢ Elynn, a dock worker. Perhaps a
friend who can help with the infernal
paperwork of the Empire?

# Rolan, a drug dealer. Perhaps a client
with strong underworld ties?

# Sera, an arms dealer. Perhaps a
supplier with military access?

# Nyelle, a spirit trafficker. Perhaps a
supplier for the strangest of cargo?

@ Decker, an anarchist. Perhaps a client
in need of the illegal tools of revolution?

¢ Esme, a tavern owner. Perhaps a good
source of news and gossip?

¢ Smuggler Rigging: Two of your carried items are perfectly concealed. You could
carry 1 load of contraband and a pistol, perfectly concealed, even against a pat down.

¢ Camouflage: Your vehicles are perfectly concealed when at rest. They blend in
as part of the environment, or as an uninteresting civilian vehicle (your choice).

¢ Elite Rovers: All of your cohorts with the Rovers type get +1d to quality rolls

for Rover-related actions.

¢ Barge: Add mobility to your lair. You can move it to a new location as a

downtime activity.

¢ Steady: Each PC gets +1 stress box. This costs three upgrades to unlock, not just one.

¢ Vehicle: All smugglers start with a vehicle. When the vehicle is upgraded (two

boxes), it also gets armor.



SMUGGLERS CLAIMS

SIDE LUXURY

TURF BUSINESS FENCE VICE DEN TAVERN
ANCIENT

GATE TURF TURF TURF
SECRET COVER
poues  INFORMANTS  FLEET opimamgy  WAREHOUSES

ANCIENT GATE: Safe passage in the
deathlands. When you leave the city
through this gate, spirits in the deathlands
will not molest you unless directly provoked.

COVER OPERATION: You get -2 HEAT
per score. What’s your cover? Who did
you seize it from?

FLEET: Your cohorts have their own
vehicles. Each cohort has a common
vehicle, with quality equal to your Tier.

INFORMANTS: You get +1d to gather
information for a score. Your eyes and
ears on the streets are always on the
lookout for new clients.

Luxury FENCE: You get +2 COIN in
payoff for scores that involve high-
class targets. It requires a skilled eye and
good contacts to move hot luxury goods.

SECRET ROUTES: You get +1d to
the engagement roll for transport
plans. You might have access to long-
forgotten underground canals, dark
streets normally hidden behind debris,
or some other route of your choosing.

SIDE BUSINESS: Any time during
downtime, roll dice equal to your Tier.
You earn COIN equal to the highest
result, minus your HEAT. What kind
of legitimate business is this? How do
you get paid in secret?

TAVERN: You get +1d to CONSORT
and SwAY rolls on-site. Some booze and
friendly conversation can go a long way.

VICE DEN: Any time during downtime,
roll dice equal to your Tier. You earn
COIN equal to the highest result, minus
your HEAT. Perhaps you sell some of
the contraband you smuggle here? Or
do you not mix your operations?

WAREHOUSES: You get +1d to acquire
asset rolls. You have space to hold all the
various items and supplies you end up
with from your smuggling runs. They
can be useful on their own or for barter
when you need it.
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SMUGGLERS SPECIAL ABILITIES

LIKE PART OF THE FAMILY

Create one of your vehicles as a cohort (use the vehicle edges and flaws, below).
Its quality is equal to your Tier +1. The vehicle can use teamwork actions (using
quality for rolls). A vehicle can’t lead a group action, but may participate.

VEHICLE EDGES VEHICLE FLAWS

¢ Nimble: The vehicle handles easily. ¢ Costly: The vehicle costs 1 COIN per
Consider this an assist for tricky  downtime to keep in operation.
maneuvers. ¢ Distinct: The vehicle has memorable

¢ Simple: The vehicle is easy to repair.  features. Take +1 HEAT when you use
Remove all of its harm during it ona score.

downtime. ¢ Finicky: The vehicle has quirks that
¢ Sturdy: The vehicle keeps operating  only one person understands. When

even when broken. operated without them, it has -1 quality.
ALL HANDS

During downtime, one of your cohorts may perform a downtime activity for
the crew to acquire an asset, reduce HEAT, or work on a long-term project.

GHOST PASSAGE
From harsh experience or occult ritual, all crew members are immune to
possession by spirits, but may choose to “carry” a ghost as a passenger within
their body.
What do you do to “carry” a spirit? Must the spirit consent, or can you use
this ability to trap an unwilling spirit within?

JUST PASSING THROUGH
During downtime, take -1 HEAT. When your HEAT is 4 or less, you get +1d to
deceive people when you pass yourselves oft as ordinary citizens.

LEVERAGE
Your crew supplies illicit goods for other factions. Your success is good for them.
Whenever you gain REP, gain +1 REP.

REAVERS
When you go into conflict aboard a vehicle, you gain +1 effect for vehicle damage
and speed. Your vehicle gains armor.

If your vehicle already has armor, this ability gives an additional armor box.

RENEGADES
Each PC may add +1 action rating to FINESSE, PROWL, or SKIRMISH (up to
a max rating of 3).

Each player may choose the action they prefer (you don’t all have to choose the
same one). If you take this ability during initial character and crew creation,
it supersedes the normal starting limit for action ratings.



SMUGGLERS OPPORTUNITIES

Skovlander insurrectionists need supplies for their
campaign of terror attacks against city institutions.

CONTRABAND / CARGO

1

Escaped Prisoners, Spies
(forbidden)

Union organizers want to arm factory workers in advance
of a strike.

Workers Fleein:
Contracts (forbidden)

A massive gang war creates high demand for restricted
military weapons and heavy ordnance.

A Devil or Dangerous
Artifact (forbidden)

Exiled nobility slumming it in Doskvol has a sudden and
urgent need to go home that they won't explain.

Insurrectionists or
Anarchists (forbidden)

Leviathan hunter made undocumented stops. Meet them
outside the city and bring some things in uninspected.

Refugees or Immigrants
(restricted access)

Heiress needs to leave the city to meet her forbidden love. If
you make it look like a kidnapping she’ll split the ransom.

A Noble or Official
Seeking Secret Travel

The city council outlaws a formerly legal product.

Fine Tobacco, Whiskey,
Wine, etc. (high tax)

A jailbreak at Ironhook means many escaped prisoners seek
flight from the city.

Luxuries—Perfumes,
Silks, Spices (high tax)

For a nominal fee, a Bluecoat will help you acquire a vehicle Livestock or Dangerous
ized from another gan 3 Animals (restricted
serze gang. ownership)

A new spice has been “discovered” in Tycheros but it’s
officially banned. Naturally, everyone wants it.

A route is closed to traffic (and Bluecoat inspection) due to:
imminent collapse—weird events—toxic gas—fires.

A criminal organization needs weapons smuggled into
Ironhook to seize control of a cell-block.

Medicine, Alchemicals
(restricted ownership)

Military Arms
(restricted ownership)

Drugs (high tax)

A cult wants to smuggle their demon-tainted “chosen one”
past the Spirit Wardens and out into the deathlands.

An ancient artifact has been spotted outside the barrier and
academics need it in the city yesterday. For study, of course.

A district is quarantined due to ghost infestation or plague.
They need basic supplies, and spirit wards even more.

A client wants you to move a strange package around the city
for two days straight. Don’t stop moving! That would be bad.

A derailed train in the deathlands has a lot of salvageable
cargo. Possibly (wealthy and grateful) survivors, too.

A noble’s crimes leave their assets frozen. Their leviathan

Confidential Documents
(restricted ownership)

Banned Art, Seditious
Materials (restricted
ownership)

Arcane Implements or
Documents (forbidden)

Electroplasmic Tech
(restricted ownership)

Volatile Alchemicals or
Explosives (forbidden)

hunter, full from an expedition, is forbidden to dock.

Spirit Essences
(restricted ownership)

For any opportunity above, consider Arcane/Weird, Arms, Contraband, or
Passengers as cargo. To twist an opportunity or add additional elements, roll on
the score generator tables on pages 306-309.

123



T m— —

H,%IJ ———



CHAPTER 4

THE SCORE

Murder for hire, brutal extortion, dark rituals, illicit deals, smuggling runs, thievery
in the shadows—these are the exploits of the scoundrels of Duskwall—the only
chances left for those pushed to the margins and denied the privileges of the corrupt
and predatory elite.

In Blades in the Dark, we play to find out if a fledgling crew of scoundrels can
prosper in the underworld of a haunted city—and that prosperity depends upon
their criminal endeavors, which we call scores.

A score is a single operation with a particular goal: burgle Lord Strangfords manor,
assassinate the Severosi diplomat, smuggle a strange artifact from the deathlands
into the city, etc. Usually, a score will fall into one of three categories:

¢ A criminal activity, determined by your crew type. An assassination, burglary,
illicit vice deal, etc. (Crew types and their primary scores are detailed in
Chapter 3, starting on page 91.)

# Seizing a claim that you choose from your crew’s claim map. Claims help your
crew grow and develop. See page 46 for more details.

¢ A special mission or goal determined by the players (like getting a rare artifact
to empower one of the Whisper’s rituals).

A score can be long and involved or short and sweet. There might be lots of rolls
and trouble, or just a few actions to resolve it. Play to find out what happens! A
score doesn't need to fill one session of play every time. Let it be however long it is.

The PCs can set up a new score by choosing a target (from their claims or the
faction list, for example), by approaching a potential client and asking for work,
or by being contacted by an NPC who needs to hire a crew for a job.

A score consists of a few key elements, detailed in this chapter: planning &
engagement, flashbacks, and teamwork.
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PLANNING & ENGAGEMENT

Your crew spends time planning each score. They huddle around a flickering lantern
in their lair, looking at scrawled maps, whispering plots and schemes, bickering about
the best approach, lamenting the dangers ahead, and lusting after stacks of coin.

But you, the players, don’t have to do the nitty-gritty planning. The characters
take care of that, off-screen. All you have to do is choose what type of plan the
characters have already made. There’s no need to sweat all the little details and try
to cover every eventuality ahead of time, because the engagement roll (detailed
on the next page) ultimately determines how much trouble you’re in when the
plan is put in motion. No plan is ever perfect. You can't account for everything. This
system assumes that there’s always some unknown factors and trouble—major
or minor—in every operation; you just have to make the best of it.

There are six different plans, each with a missing detail you need to provide (see
the list below). To “plan an operation,” simply choose the plan and supply the detail.
Then the GM will cut to the action as the first moments of the operation unfold.

Do violence to a target. Detail: The point of attack.

Lure, trick, or manipulate. Detail: The method of deception.
Trespass unseen. Detail: The point of infiltration.

Engage a supernatural power. Detail: The arcane method.
Negotiate, bargain, or persuade. Detail: The social connection.

VYV )V Carry cargo or people through danger. Detail: The route ¢ means.

THE DETAIL

When you choose a plan, you provide a missing detail, like the point of attack,
social connection, etc. If you don’t know the detail, you can gather information
in some way to discover it. See page 36.

ITEM LOADOUTS

After the plan and detail are in place, each player chooses their character’s load.
This indicates how much stuff they’re carrying on the operation. They don’t
have to select individual items—just the maximum amount they’ll have access
to during the action. For more details, see page 57.
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ENGAGEMENT ROLL

Once the players choose a plan and provide its detail, the GM cuts to the action—
describing the scene as the crew starts the operation and encounters their first
obstacle. But how is this established? The way the GM describes the starting
situation can have a huge impact on how simple or troublesome the operation
turns out to be. Rather than expecting the GM to simply “get it right” each time,
we use a dice roll instead. This is the engagement roll.

The engagement roll is a fortune roll, starting with 1d for sheer luck. Modify
the dice pool for any major advantages or disadvantages that apply.

MAJOR ADVANTAGES / DISADVANTAGES

¢ Is this operation particularly bold or daring? Take +1d. Is this operation overly
complex or contingent on many factors? Take -1d.

@ Does the plan’s detail expose a vulnerability of the target or hit them where
they’re weakest? Take +1d. Is the target strongest against this approach, or do
they have particular defenses or special preparations? Take -1d.

¢ Can any of your friends or contacts provide aid or insight for this operation?
Take +1d. Are any enemies or rivals interfering in the operation? Take -1d.

¢ Are there any other elements that you want to consider? Maybe a lower-Tier
target will give you +1d. Maybe a higher-Tier target will give you -1d. Maybe
there’s a situation in the district that makes the operation more or less tricky.

The engagement roll assumes that the PCs are approaching the target as
intelligently as they can, given the plan and detail they provided, so we don’t need
to play out tentative probing maneuvers, special precautions, or other ponderous
non-action. The engagement roll covers all of that. The PCs are already in action,
facing the first obstacle—up on the rooftop, picking the lock on the Dimmer
Sisters’ window; kicking down the door of the Billhooks’ lair; maneuvering to
speak with Lord Strangford at the masquerade party; etc.

Don’t make the engagement roll and then describe the PCs approaching the
target. It’s the approach that the engagement roll resolves. Cut to the action that
results because of that initial approach—to the first serious obstacle in their path.

The first obstacles at the Dimmer Sisters’ house are their cunning locks and
magical traps. The engagement roll puts us on the roof outside a window, as
the PCs attempt to silently and carefully break into the attic.

The PCs have kicked down the door and swarmed into the front room of the
Billhooks’ lair, weapons flashing, into the swirl of the melee with the first guards.

The PCs have socialized politely at the party, maneuvering into position to
have a private word with Lord Strangford. As a group of young nobles leave
his side, the PCs step up and engage him in conversation.



ENGAGEMENT ROLL

o 1d for sheer luck. CRITICAL: Exceptional result. You've
already overcome the first obstacle and
you're in a controlled position for what's next.

6: Good result. Youre in a controlled
position when the action starts.

° +1d for each MAJOR
ADVANTAGE.

4/5: Mixed result. Youre in a risky

‘ -1d for each MAjOR » .
position when the action starts.

DISADVANTAGE.
1-3: Bad result. You're in a desperate
position when the action starts.

If the players want to include a special preparation or clever setup, they can do
so with flashbacks during the score. This takes some getting used to. Players may
balk at first, worried that you're skipping over important things that they want
to do. But jumping straight into the action of the score is much more effective
once you get used to it. When they see the situation they’re in, their “planning”
in flashbacks will be focused and useful, rather than merely speculations on
circumstances and events that might not even happen.

OUTCOMES

The outcome of the engagement roll determines the position for the PCs’ initial
actions when we cut to the score in progress. A 1-3 means a desperate position.
A 4/5 is a risky position. A 6 yields a controlled position. And a CRITICAL
carries the action beyond the initial obstacle, deeper into the action of the score.

No matter how low-Tier or outmatched you are, a desperate position is the worst
thing that can result from the plan + detail + engagement process. It’s designed this
way so the planning process matters, but it doesn't call for lots of optimization or
nitpicking. Even if you're reckless and just dive in and take your chances, you can't
get too badly burned. Plus, you might even want those desperate rolls to generate
more xp for the PCs, which helps to bootstrap starting characters into advancement.

When you describe the situation after the roll, use the details of the target to paint
a picture of the PCs’ position. How might the strange, occult Dimmer Sisters
present a desperate position for burglars? How might the violent and ruthless
Billhooks present a risky threat to assaulting thugs? How might the vain and
pompous Lord Strangford present a controlled opportunity for a manipulative
scoundrel? Use this opportunity to show how the PCs’ enemies are dangerous
and capable—don’t characterize a bad engagement roll as a failure by the PCs, or
they won't trust the technique in the future. Sure, things are starting out desperate
here against the creepy Dimmer Sisters, but you're just the type of scoundrels
who are daring enough to take them on. Let’s get to it.
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HOW LONG DOES IT LAST?

The engagement roll determines the starting position for the PCs’ actions. How
long does that hold? Does the situation stay desperate? No. Once the initial actions
have been resolved, you follow the normal process for establishing position for
the rest of the rolls during the score. The engagement roll is a quick short-hand
to kick things off and get the action started—it doesn’t have any impact after that.

ENGAGEMENT EXAMPLES

Infiltrating the Dimmer Sisters’ House

The crew of Shadows has a plan and detail that doesn’t give any modifiers in
this case (the Sisters aren’t particularly strong or weak against a stealth plan).
The crew does have help from their contact Dowler, an explorer of Duskwall,
who just happens to have scoped out the rooftop of the Sisters’ house before.
The crew gets +1d for his help. That gives them 2d total to roll and... it’s a 2.
Oh well! It’s a desperate start for their infiltration.

The GM thinks about how the arcane Dimmer Sisters might pose a desperate
threat to burglars, and seizes on the obvious: the seemingly ordinary window
lock that’s the first obstacle to their infiltration is protected by a magical ward.
“So, who’s Tinkering with the lock? This is desperate, so the consequence
obviously will be setting off the alarm. Plus maybe something else from the
magic. Maybe this should be a group action...”

Notice how the GM skipped past the approach to the rooftop and the attic
window. She already knew that the PCs were sneaking in via the roof (that
was their detail for the plan), so she cut to the first obstacle: a warded lock.
This skips past a conversation about exactly where to enter, probing around
for a perfect option, debating the merits of a window versus a chimney, etc.
The engagement roll covers all that, and then deposits the PCs mid-action,
carrying out their best shot at sneaking in. The players can’t “back out” and try
a different window—the engagement roll has placed them here. If they want
to have prepared something for an arcane ward, it’s just a flashback away...

Assaulting the Billhooks

The crew of Bravos is itching for a fight and it’s time to go teach the Billhooks
a lesson in blood and pain. Their plan is an assault, which they know is the
strength of the Billhooks, but so what? Theyre Bravos; they live for this stuff.
The Slide PC decides to hedge their bets a bit, though, and pulls offa CONSORT
action to discover when the Billhooks will be most drunk during the evening.
That will be the point of attack and a vulnerability of the enemy crew. The
crew rolls 1d (1d base, -1d for the enemy’s strength, +1d for the vulnerability)
and gets a 5: a risky position to start things off.

What does that situation look like? The GM goes with the obvious thing: a
risky position means a head-to-head contest, and whats more emblematic
than a straight up toe-to-toe melee? The door crashes off its hinges, drunken
and violent Billhooks (already armed and brawling each other) fall into the
skirmish without hesitation.



The GM sets out clocks to track casualties on both sides, plus another one for
the eventual Bluecoat response to the fight, and then it’s risky SKIRMISH rolls
around the table as the PCs crash headlong into the fray.

Negotiating with Lord Strangford

The crew of Hawkers is looking for a new supplier for their leviathan blood-
based drug product. Thanks to an investigation project by their Spider, they
have reason to believe that the leviathan hunter captain, Lord Strangford, has
“flexible” ideas about demonic forces and is looking for a new partnership.
They've decided to execute a social plan, by casually meeting the captain at a
masquerade party held in honor of the Arkenvorn holiday.

They have 1d to start, for sheer luck. The detail of their plan is good, exposing a
vulnerability in the target, for +1d. Also, the crew happens to be very friendly
with the host of the party, Rolan Wott, a wealthy and corrupt magistrate—this
gives them another +1d. They roll 3d and get a CRITICAL!

The GM thinks about how the PCs might slip past the first potential obstacle and
end up in a controlled position against Captain Strangford. They go with the
obvious choice: normally an important man like Strangford would be swarmed
by a throng of young nobles seeking his favor, but the PCs are able to time their
approach perfectly. Just as they draw near, Strangford disentangles himself
from some boring dilettantes and makes a bee-line for the PCs, hoping these
rougher-looking characters will provide him with more interesting conversation.

LINKED PLANS

Sometimes an operation seems to call for a couple of plans linked together. A
common scenario is a team that wants a two-pronged approach. “You create a
diversion at the tavern, and when they send thugs over there, we'll break into
their lair” There are two ways to handle this.

1. The diversion is a setup maneuver that a team member performs as part of the
plan. (See Teamwork, page 134, for details.) A successful setup maneuver can
improve position for teammates (possibly offsetting a bad engagement roll) or
giveincreased effect. Anunsuccessful setup maneuver might cause trouble for the
second part of the plan—an easy consequence is to give the engagement roll -1d.
If it makes sense, the team member who performed the setup can drift back into
the main operation and join the team later so they don’t have to sit out and wait.

2. The diversion is its own plan, engagement, and operation, whose outcome creates
the opportunity for a future plan. Use this option when the first part of the plan is
required for the next part to happen at all. For example, you might execute a stealth
plan to steal an artifact from the Museum of the Ancients, then later use that artifact
inan occult plan to consecrate a temple for your forgotten god. In this case, you go
into downtime (and payoff, HEAT, etc.) after the first part of the plan, as normal.

Either approach is fine. It’s usually a question of interest. Is the linked plan idea
interesting enough on its own to play out moment by moment? Is it required
for the second plan to make sense? If so, make it a separate operation. If not,
just use a setup maneuver.
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FLASHBACKS

The rules don't distinguish between actions performed in the present moment
and those performed in the past. When an operation is underway, you can invoke
a flashback to roll for an action in the past that impacts your current situation.
Maybe you convinced the district Watch sergeant to cancel the Bluecoat patrol
tonight, so you make a SWAY roll to see how that went.

The GM sets a stress cost when you activate a flashback action.

¢ 0 STRESS: An ordinary action for which you had easy opportunity. The Cutter
CONSORTED with her friend Chael to agree to arrive at the dice game ahead of
time, to suddenly spring out as a surprise ally.

¢ 1 STRESS: A complex action or unlikely opportunity. The Hound FINESSED
his pistols into a hiding spot near the card table so he could retrieve them after
the pat-down at the front door.

¢ 2 (OR MORE) STRESS: An elaborate action that involved special opportunities
or contingencies. The Whisper has already STUDIED the history of the property
and learned of a ghost that is known to haunt its ancient canal dock—a ghost
that can be compelled to reveal the location of the hidden vault.

After the stress cost is paid, a flashback action is handled just like any other action.
Sometimes it will entail an action roll, because there’s some danger or trouble
involved. Sometimes a flashback will entail a fortune roll, because we just need
to find out how well (or how much, or how long, etc.). Sometimes a flashback
won't call for a roll at all because you can just pay the stress and it's accomplished.

If a flashback involves a downtime activity, pay 1 COIN or 1 REP for it, instead
of stress. (See page 153 for details about downtime.)

One of the best uses for a flashback is when the engagement roll goes badly.
After the GM describes the trouble you're in, you can call for a flashback to a
special preparation you made, “just in case” something like this happened. This
way, your “flashback planning” will be focused on the problems that do happen,
not the problems that might happen. For more on this, see Act Now, Plan Later
on page 185.

LIMITS OF FLASHBACKS

A flashback isn't time travel. It can’t “undo” something that just occurred in the
present moment. For instance, if Inspector Helker confronts you about recent
thefts of occult artifacts when you're at Lady Bowmore’s party, you can’t call
for a flashback to assassinate the Inspector the night before. She’s here now,
questioning you—that’s established in the fiction. You can call for a flashback to
show that you intentionally tipped off the inspector so she would confront you
at the party—so you could use that opportunity to impress Lady Bowmore with
your aplomb and daring.



FLASHBACK EXAMPLES

“I want to have a flashback to earlier that night, where I sneak into the stables
and feed fireweed to all their goats so they’ll go berserk and create a distraction
for our infiltration.”

“Ha! Nice. Okay, that’s seems a bit tricky, dealing with ornery goats and all...
1 stress.”

“Should I roll Prowl to sneak in and plant it?”

“Nah. Their goat stable security amounts to a stable boy who is usually asleep
anyway. You can easily avoid their notice.”

“So it just works?”

“Eh... not so fast. When you want the distraction to hit, let’s make a fortune
roll to see how crazy the Fireweed Goat Maneuver gets. Three dice.”

“The engagement roll is... a 2. Looks like a desperate situation for you! Hmmm.
Okay, so you're inside the Grinders’ compound at the docks, slipping up through
the shadows next to some huge metal storage tanks. But then all the electric
lights come on. The big metal warehouse door rolls open, and you hear a heavy
wagon coming in through the gate. Looks like theyre getting a delivery right
now, and a bunch of Grinders are out to receive it. Theyre about to be on top
of you. What do you do?”

“Hang on, I want to have a flashback.”
“Okay, for what?”

“Uh. Something... helpful? Damn, I don’t know what that would be. Anyone
have ideas?”

“Oh, what if you Consorted with your docker friends yesterday and they
blabbed about this delivery, so we rigged it with a bomb.”

“Oh man, that’s hilarious. But kind of nuts. I guess 2 stress for that?”

“Sounds good. But let’s make that Consort roll and see if your docker friends
made any demands or complicated anything for you. Then we need to find
out how well this bomb works. Who was in charge of that?”

“Idid it. I'll roll Tinker to set the fuse just right. Hopefully.”

GIVING UP ON A SCORE

When you give up on a score, you go into downtime. Follow the phases for
downtime presented in the next chapter. You'll usually have zero payoff, since you
didn’t accomplish anything. You’ll still face HEAT and entanglements as usual.

For more on this, see the Downtime chapter, starting on page 145.
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TEAMWORK

TEAMWORK

When the team of PCs works together, the characters have access to four special
teamwork maneuvers. They're listed at the bottom of the character playbook
sheets to help remind the players of them. The four maneuvers are:

# Assist another PC who's rolling an action.
¢ Lead a group action.
¢ Protect a teammate.

@ Set up a character who will follow through on your action.

ASSIST

When you assist another player who's rolling, describe what your character does
to help. Take 1 stress and give them +1d to their roll. You might also suffer any
consequences that occur because of the roll, depending on the circumstances.
Only one character may assist a given roll. If you really want to help and someone
else is already assisting, consider performing a setup maneuver instead.

A character may assist a group action, but only if they aren’t taking part in it
directly. You decide which character in the group action gets the bonus die.

LEAD A GROUP ACTION

When you lead a group action, you coordinate multiple members of the team
to tackle a problem together. Describe how your character leads the team in
a coordinated effort. Do you bark orders, give subtle hand signals, or provide
charismatic inspiration?

Each PC who’s involved makes an action roll (using the same action) and the
team counts the single best result as the overall effort for everyone who rolled.
However, the character leading the group action takes 1 stress for each PC that
rolled 1-3 as their best result.

This is how you do the “we all sneak into the building” scene. Everyone who
wants to sneak in rolls their PROWL action, and the best result counts for the
whole team. The leader suffers stress for everyone who does poorly. It’s tough
covering for the stragglers.

The group action result covers everyone who rolled. If you don’t roll, your
character doesn't get the effects of the action.

Your character doesn’t have to be especially skilled at the action at hand in order
to lead a group action. This maneuver is about leadership, not necessarily about
ability. You can also lead your crew’s cohorts with a group action. Roll CoMmMAND
if you direct their efforts, or roll the appropriate action rating if you participate
alongside them. The cohort rolls its quality level.



PROTECT

You step in to face a consequence that one of your teammates would otherwise
face. You suffer it instead of them. You may roll to resist it as normal. Describe
how you intervene.

Bazso Baz decides to punch Canter’s face in to make an example out of him
in front of his gang. Arcy sees it coming, though, and moves in to take the
blow from Baz’s vicious right hook. Sean (Arcy’s player) rolls Arcy’s PROWESS
attribute to resist, suffering 2 stress and reducing the harm to a level 2 “Swollen
Eye.” Sean then uses Arcy’s BATTLEBORN special armor to reduce the harm
even further, down to level 1. Arcy catches Bazso’s fist in mid-swing, and the
force spins her sideways and twists her wrist painfully, but Canter is unscathed.

SET UP

When you perform a setup action, you have an indirect effect on an obstacle. If
your action has its intended result, any member of the team who follows through
on your maneuver gets +1 effect level or improved position for their roll. You
choose the benefit, based on the nature of your setup action.

This is how you do the “I'll create a distraction” scene. You roll SWAY to distract
a Bluecoat with your charms, then any teammate who follows through with a
PROWL action to sneak past him can get improved position. It less risky since
you're drawing the guards attention.

This is a good way to contribute to an operation when you don’t have a good
rating in the action at hand. A clever setup action lets you help the team indirectly.
Multiple follow-up actions may take advantage of your setup (including someone
leading a group action) as long as it makes sense in the fiction.

Since a setup action can increase the effect of follow-up actions, it’s also useful
when the team is facing tough opposition that has advantages in quality, scale,
and/or potency. Even if the PCs are reduced to zero effect due to disadvantages
in a situation, the setup action provides a bonus that allows for limited effect.

The PCs are facing a heavily armored carriage that’s immune to their weapons.
Aldo uses WRECK as a setup action to pry some of the armor loose with his
crowbar, giving follow up actions +1 effect—going from zero to limited effect.

DO WE HAVE TO USE TEAMWORK?

Teamwork maneuvers are options, not requirements. Each character can still
perform solo actions as normal during an operation. If your character can’t
communicate or somehow coordinate with the rest of the team, you can’t use or
benefit from any teamwork maneuvers.
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EXAMPLE SCORE

Revka and her crew of scoundrels
are on a score. They heard from their
explorer contact, Dowler, that the
Dimmer Sisters had recently acquired
a valuable arcane relic from the time
before the cataclysm, The Eye of Kotar.

Revka’s crew has -2 status with the
Dimmer Sisters, which means they’re
enemies. Stealing the Eye will hurt
the Sisters, loosen their hold in the
underworld, and put a treasure in the
crew’s vault, to boot. Everyone agrees
that this is the score they want to pursue.

THE PLAN

Rachel, the GM, asks the question that
kicks off every score in Blades in the
Dark: “Okay, what’s the plan?”

The players look at the list of plans
on their character sheets and quickly
choose one. “I vote for stealth,” says
Dylan.

“Yeah,” says Allison, “Let’s keep this
nice and quiet. We already have enough
heat as it is” The other players agree.

The GM asks the group for the detail
that completes the plan: “What’s your
entry point?”

“Well,” says Allison. “Dowler has
explored around the Dimmer Sisters’
house many times before. He probably
knows all about the water-entrances. I
think using the canal will be good. Plus,
that’ll keep us out of sight from most
witnesses on the street, so we might as
well each take normal load if we want
to” Everyone agrees.

“Cool,” Rachel says. “That’s the plan
your characters made, probably
huddled around their sketch of the
Sisters’ townhouse and the canal map.

Now you're making your way along the
canal that runs by the house, poling your
gondola silently through the dark water”

“I have a lantern held out,” Allison says.
“But it’s shuttered down to a faint glow.
Are there any other lights?”

“This is a pretty decrepit part of Crow’s
Foot,” Rachel says. “There’s barely any
other light at all. The walls on either side
of the narrow waterway are overgrown
with dark moss. The water is black and
oily. There’s a stench of waste and rot”

“Ugh,” says Allison.
ENGAGEMENT ROLL

“Time for the engagement roll!” Rachel
says, a glint in her eye. “Let’s see what
kind of situation youre in when we
start the action at the house”

“I have that page open in the book;” Dylan
says. “We start with 1d for sheer luck”

“Well, that’s something,” says Ryan.

“We're probably gonna need it,” Allison
says.

“Yep, 1d to start,” Rachel says. “Then you
might get advantage or disadvantage
dice. What's the first one?”

e

Is this operation particularly bold or
daring?” Dylan reads aloud. “Hmmm.
I think so! The Dimmer Sister’s house
is like a legendary place, right? People
say that no one comes out once they
go in. It’s pretty bold of us to break in”

“Yeah,” Rachel says. “That’s what I was
thinking. You should get +1d for that”
“Excellent;” says Ryan.

“Okay, then ‘Does the plans detail expose
a vulnerability of the target or hit them
where they’re weakest?” Dylan says.
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“Oh, no, I know where this is going,’
Allison says.

“It’s definitely not where they’re weak,”
Rachel says. “In fact, their house is
where they’re strongest, and they have
special preparations. So you get a
disadvantage for that. -1d”

“Ah ha,” says Dylan. “What about this,
though? ‘Can any of your friends or
contacts provide aid or insight for this
operation?” We already know that one!
Dowler scoped out this score in the first
place”

“Oh that’s true,” Allison says. “Can we
say that Dowler gave us some hot tips
since he knows the place well? Maybe
stufflike ‘Don’t go in through the roof
that helped our planning?”

“Yeah, totally;” says Rachel. “Take +1d
for Dowler’s insight.”

“Okay;” says Dylan. “Are there any other
elements we want to consider? We're
the same Tier as them, so that’s not a
thing. Anything going on that would be
an advantage or disadvantage?”

“Actually,” Rachel says. “Yes. Theress...
well, there’s something going on that
makes things a bit tougher on the
Sisters. Your characters don’t know
about this! But it definitely counts. Take
another +1d”

“That’s my kind of GM secret;” Ryan says.

“Heh. Alright, so we have 3d to roll
then,” Allison says. “T'll go ahead and
do it” Allison rolls and gets a 5.

EVADING THE SENTRY

“A 5... okay, so that’s a risky position
for you to start. Well, thats pretty easy
to describe. I know what’s risky about
breaking into the Sisters’ house,” Rachel
says with a smirk. “So, you dock the
gondola under a window in a bend in the

canal, then approach over a low rooftop
until youre directly across from the
second floor balcony of their townhouse,
with the narrow waterway beneath you.
Allison, I'm picturing Revka crouching
on the rooftop there, peering at the dark
windows of the house beyond.”

“Yeah,” says Allison. “I'm definitely on
point here”

“Whispers first, that’s what I always
say, Dylan says.

“I assume you’re being super sneaky
and everything, yeah? You want to leap
across the gap and silently break into
the house,” Rachel says.

“Yep,” Ryan says. “But I have my pistols
ready anyway. Just in case”

“Okay,” Rachel says. “You're about to
make your move across when suddenly
your breath comes out like fog in the
air, and the surface of the water below
crackles with a spiderweb of frost”

“I knew it,” Dylan says.

“A shimmering vapor coalesces above
the water, striking sparks off a metal
mooring post, forming the rough shape
of what was once a person.” Rachel says.
“Well, crap,” says Ryan.

“Relax. It’s just a ghost echo,” Allison
grins. “Some kind of spiritual guardian
placed here with Dimmer Sisters magic,
probably. We can get around it

“I have electroplasmic ammo,” Ryan
says. “I can shoot it

Dylan and Allison look at Ryan for a
long moment.

“But guns are loud, so I won't do that”
Ryan says.

“Do we have to confront this spirit?”

Dylan asks. “Like, deal with its terrifying
spookiness by resisting and all that?”



“Not yet,” Rachel says. “It’s just a vague
shimmer of electroplasm right now,
drifting in the ghost field around the
house. It hasn’t fully manifested and
accosted you. If your engagement roll
had been 1-3, I probably would have
put you in that spot. But that’s definitely
a risk here. What do you do?”

“I'm going to lead a group action,”
Allison says. “Let’s Prowl across, and
through the window, and leave this
guardian spirit behind”

“Sounds good,” says Dylan. “I have 2
Prowl”

“Ialso have 2,” Allison says. “Sneakiest
Whisper!”

“I have zero,” says Ryan. “Oh well! Not
my problem.” He grins.

“Okay, it’s a risky Prowl roll, group
action,” Rachel says. “I'm thinking
standard effect. Aside from the danger
of the ghost, the actual maneuver to leap
across and get though the window is
totally doable. Want a Devil’'s Bargain?”

“Nah, I think we’re good. Let’s roll ‘em,”
Allison says. “I gota 4.

“I got a 3,” Dylan says. They look at
Ryan hopefully.

“I rolled a 6!” Ryan says. “And a 2. I
have to take the lowest because I suck
at Prowling. Bleeeah”

“And I take two stress from you jokers,”
Allison says. “Yeesh. Maybe I should
have taken that Bargain after all”

“Well, you do it,” Rachel says. “And the
first complication will be a tick on the
good ol ‘Alert’ clock”” She puts a 4-clock
out on the table and ticks it once. “The
three of you leap over, ready to pick the
lock on the balcony window... but it’s
unlocked. It swings opens at a touch
and you're through the heavy curtains

and into the darkness beyond. You hear
a faint moan from the spirit outside, as
if it caught a glimpse of something, or
perhaps a swirl in the plasmic ether”

“Wait, what did you mean by ‘first
complication’? There’s another one,
t00?” Ryan says.

THE SPIRIT WITHIN
“Well, it is the Dimmer Sisters’
legendary house,” Rachel says. “As your
eyes adjust to the darkness, you can
see that you're in a music room, with
shelves of sheet music along the walls,
some chairs, a sofa, and the piano in the
center. Then you hear the window close
behind you on its own, and the lock
clicks audibly in the latch. It’s strangely
cold in here”

“A haunted house. Of course it is!”
Dylan says.

“The first few notes of an old lullaby
come from the seemingly vacant piano
as a softly glowing bluish vapor swirls
into existence near it. Do you hear
mournful singing? It seems so far away..”

“Okay, okay... holy crap you are freaking
me out,” Dylan says. “Let’s get going
and grab what we came for before more
ghosts start popping out of the walls”

“Hmmm,” says Allison. “We don’t know
exactly where the artifact is in the
house... Dowler just said it was in here
somewhere. Maybe I should Compel
this ghost here to tell us where it is.
Save us the trouble of searching every
room. Turn their haunted security
against them!”

“I like this plan,” Ryan says.

“I like any plan that rolls sixes,” Dylan
says.

“Ha ha. 'm gonna Attune to the ghost
and compel it to obey me;” Allison says.
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“Okay, that seems desperate to me,’
Rachel says.

“Desperate? It’s just a normal ghost,
right?” Allison says.

“Yeah, but it's a ghost bound to the
Dimmer Sisters, placed here under
their compelling power. It's not a rogue
spirit just wandering the city. I think it’s
limited effect, too,” Rachel says.

“Wow, that’s rough, but I get what
you're saying. I guess I would want it
to be hard for someone to take control
of one of my servant ghosts—if I had
any, Allison says. “Eh, 'm gonna do it
anyway! I want that desperate roll xp”

“Okay then. Do you want a Devil’s
Bargain, or will you push yourself?”
Rachel asks.

“Let’s hear the Bargain,” Allison says.

“Oh, I'feel like there are so many options
here,” Rachel says, chuckling evilly. “I
mean, the first thing that I think of is
something kind of meta, like this is
the ghost of your aunt Thea, that the
Dimmers have captured for service”

“Oh, that’s wild,” Dylan says. “But I
kind of like how it twists the story here.
Makes it more personal”

“Yeah, that’s interesting;” Allison says.
“I am from Duskwall, after all, and my
family has pretty much all been Whispers,
so they’ve been involved in stuff that the
Sisters would have been involved in...
maybe they were enemies in the past,
and Thea was a casualty... this is neat!”

“Are we turning this into a rescue
mission now?” Ryan asks. “Or I could
just, you know, ‘free her’ real quick.”
Ryan makes a “finger gun” motion.
“Electroplasmic ammo..”

“No shooting aunt Thea,” Allison says.
“I'will totally take that Bargain and +1d.
Can anyone assist me?”

“Actually, yeah,” Ryan says. “And not
by shooting! I'm a sharp-eyed Hound,
yeah? Can I say that I spotted a cameo
or piece of ribbon or some kind of
memento that belonged to Thea—
something that the Sisters use to bind
her here? Maybe I grab it real quick and
hand it to Revka”

“Yeah, that’s good,” Rachel says. “But
if youre handling ghost-anchors,
you’re involved in this roll now. The
consequences apply to you, too”
“Okay,” Ryan says.

“Alright, so that gives me 4d for the
Attune roll. Desperate position,
limited effect. Here we go. I approach
the piano, holding the cameo out in
front of me. ‘Aunt Thea?’ I say. ‘It’s me,
Revka. We need your help..”” Allison
says. She rolls the dice.

Let’s look at three possible outcomes of
this roll: 1-3, 4/5, and a CRITICAL.

THE 1-3 RESULT
“Argh, I gota 3! On four dice. Such bad
luck,” Allison says.

“The ghost forms fully at the piano,
banging crazily at the keys and wailing
in a horrible crescendo,” Rachel says.
“It’s aunt Thea all right, but she’s lost
in her ghostly madness and doesn’t
recognize you. She spins around, her
ghostly dress billowing in the ether,
eyes wild. Electroplasmic discharges
spark in the air, through the cameo
(which erupts with a blue fire), and into
Revka and Cross. You both take level
2 harm: ‘Electrical Burns’ I'm also
gonna put three ticks on the ‘Alert’
clock as a ‘serious complication.” That
fills it up. So much for sneaking! From
behind you, the window rattles and the
ghost echo from the canal passes into
the room, electrical sparks arcing from



it. You hear more wailing from out in
the hallway. By the way, Dylan, now
would be the time when you have to
deal with terrifying ghost spookiness.
What do you do?”

THE 4/5 RESULT

“Gota 5! So close yet again,” Allison says.

“The ghost forms fully at the piano,
finishing the lullaby with a flourish.
She turns at your approach, her dress
and hair drifting in the ether as if
she’s underwater. The soft glow of her
ghostly eyes meets your gaze and a faint
smile passes across her face. She seems
to know what you want, but when she
opens her mouth to speak, it’s nothing
but incomprehensible whispers”

“Ah, the summoning language of
ghosts! We established this, like way
back in the first session. Only the
summoner can speak to them. I forgot
all about that,” Allison says.

“Yep! That’s the limited effect here,”
Rachel says. “Thea can't tell you what
you want to know, but she can take you
to it if you follow her”

“Nice,” Ryan says. “So were good,
then?”

“Hang on, skippy,” Rachel says. “It was a
partial success. I have a consequence to
inflict here. And it was desperate, too...
hmmm, okay, let’s get rough. 'm gonna
put three ticks on the ‘Alert’ clock as
a ‘serious complication.” That fills it
up. So much for sneaking! From behind
you, the window rattles and the ghost
echo from the canal passes into the
room, electrical sparks arcing from it.
You hear more wailing from out in the
hallway. By the way, Dylan, now would
be the time when you have to deal with
terrifying ghost spookiness. What do
you do?”

THE CRITICAL RESULT

“Two sixes! Suck it,” Allison says.

“Wow, nice,” Rachel says. “You do it
and avoid consequences and get an
additional benefit. Let’s see... alright,
first, the ghost forms fully at the piano,
finishing the lullaby with a flourish.
She turns at your approach, her dress
and hair drifting in the ether as if she’s
underwater. The soft glow of her ghostly
eyes meets your gaze and a faint smile
passes across her face. It’s definitely
your long lost aunt Thea. I was going
to say that normally you couldn’t
communicate very well because of the
summoning language thing..”

“Oh yeah, right..” Allison says. “I'm
gonna mark the load to have my fine
spirit mask with me. Will that increase
my effect here?”

“Yeah, definitely. Also, with the critical,
let’s say that your family connection
boosts your effect, too. So you end up
with great effect! She tells you that the
Eye of Kotar is in one of the Sisters’
bedrooms, just overhead on the next
floor. She whispers, ‘Beware the Eye!
Seek not its power. Let it not taste your
flesh. Doom... doom... doom... before
once again fading back to a faint glow
in the air”

“I like her,” Dylan says.

“Maybe we can come back for Thea
some other time,” Allison says. “Let’s
enjoy this success and get on up to the
bedroom and grab that thing while we
have the chance”

For the purpose of this example, let’s
imagine that the CRITICAL success
result happened and carry on from there.

14
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SNEAKING UPSTAIRS
“You’re going to sneak upstairs now?
More Prowling, I presume?” Rachel asks.

“Yep,” Ryan says. “And another group
action, I think, unless you want me to take
my chances with zero dice on my own”

“Let’s do it as a group. I'll lead this time,
since I don’t have any stress,” Dylan says.

Everyone rolls a risky Prowl action, and
the best result is a 4. Rachel advances
the “Alert” clock by two ticks since they’re
deep inside the house and there are more
guardian spirits to contend with. But
Dylan wants to resist that consequence.
He rolls Prowess and gets a 4. Frost takes
2 stress and the consequence is avoided.

“You slink upstairs in the darkness—
the house has no lights on anywhere,
that’s a bit odd, yeah?—but anyway,
you find the bedroom door and it’s not
locked. You hear a low humming sound
coming from within, like a very low-
pitched tuning fork. What do you do?”

SEIZING THE EYE
“We peek in,” Dylan says.

“It’s quite a scene in there,” Rachel says.
“It’s a smallish bedroom with a four-
poster bed, a desk, a wardrobe, a clothes
trunk, a vanity, the usual stuff.

“The artifact is floating in the middle
of the room: a bronze sculpture that
looks like two up-swept wings holding
a fist-sized, faceted stone between them.
It's emitting a dull orange light, like a
dying fire. Pulses come off the stone in
waves, thrumming like the low tuning
fork noise you heard. Arranged around
the artifact are the Dimmer Sisters—
or four of them anyway—their faces
hidden behind veils, as always, dressed
inlong, black lace gowns. One of them is
touching the artifact; she seems frozen in
time, unblinking, her hand outstretched.

“The other three stand at the points of
a triangle around the artifact. They're
clearly working a spell, apparently
attempting to extricate their sister from
whatever the Eye is doing to her. They’re
concentrated fully on their task and
don’t react when you open the door”

“Well, that explains our mystery bonus
die for the engagement roll. Looks like
they’re busy;” Ryan says.

“Maybe we should come back when
they’re not indisposed,” Dylan says.
“Wouldn’t want to be rude”

“I have an idea,” Ryan says.

Allison and Dylan give him alook. “Do
you want to shoot it?” Dylan asks.

«

Yes,” Ryan says. “But it’s a good
idea! Really. How about: I shoot the
artifact out of the thrumming spell
thing—using electroplasmic ammo,
naturally—then Revka redirects the
energy of... whatever this is... onto the
Sisters so it whammies them.”

“I actually like this idea,” Allison says.

Dylan shakes his head. “Wow, okay, I
can get on board with this madness. I
guess it’s up to me to grab the artifact,
then. Without touching it, because
obviously ‘Let it not taste your flesh’ is
very solid advice. Ah, I got it: I'll say
that Frost happens to have her fine
shadow cloak with her. It’s kinda-
sorta magical... I can catch the artifact
in that and wrap it up without touching
it directly”

“Okay, yeah, let’s do this. I actually
have an escape idea, too,” Ryan says.
“But first, I'll take my shot as a setup
maneuver for Revka. Boosted effect or
better position?”

“Let me suggest boosted effect,” Rachel
says. “I think you'll have zero effect on this
crazy artifact spell situation otherwise”



“Okay, boosted effect for Revka’s
action,” Ryan says. “What’s my position
for shooting the artifact out of the
magical thingy?”

“Desperate as can be,” Rachel says.
“Plus, I'm going to fill the Alert” clock
since youre making so much noise
with the gun. This would be zero effect,
normally, but your electroplasmic
ammo will give you limited””

“Electroplasmic ammo!!” Ryan crows.
“Okay, 'm Hunting for the shot here,
obviously...  have 2d”

“I'have a Devil's Bargain for you,” Rachel
says. “When you open your pouch to load
the electroplasmic ammo, something
strange is happening. All of the energy is
leeching out of the shells, drawn into the
house itself. There are only a few left with
a charge—enough for this salvo of shots
and then you're totally out. You'll have
to acquire the asset again to have more”

“Oh, that’s mean,” Ryan says. “I like it!
Its a deal. Now I have 3d”

“I'm assisting you,” Allison says. “I start
to Attune to the energy in the room and
that weakens the magic a bit. I take
another stress and you get +1d”

“Okay, four dice it is” Ryan rolls and
gets a 6! “Boom! Nailed it

“Ha, it actually works,” Rachel says.
“The artifact emits a shower of flaming
sparks as the shot hits, and it goes
spinning across the room—we watch
in slow motion as Revka Attunes to the
power and Frost runs to catch it”

Allison rolls another desperate Attune
action, pushing herself for 2 stress to get
+1 effect, and she rolls a 5. Dylan rolls
Prowl for Frost’s athletic run and leap to
catch the artifact, and he gets a 6.

“Okay, Revka does it, hurling the residual
magical energy at the Dimmer Sisters.

You would have had zero effect, but Ryan's
setup boosted you to limited, then you
pushed yourself for standard effect. I'll
say that you blast them all around the
room. They crash into the bed, knock
over the vanity, smack into a wall, etc.
You also suffer a consequence, though.
It's desperate, so let’s call it level 3 harm:
“Broken Ribs” You also get thrown
across the room by the blast and you feel
your ribs crack when you hit the desk”

“Ow;” Allison says. “I'm already at 5
stress. I'm not resisting that” She writes
the harm on her character sheet.

“And Frost expertly catches the artifact
in the shadow cloak, being very careful
not to touch it directly. Oh, you're soooo
lucky that you got a 6,” Rachel says.

“I know!” Dylan says. “I was worried.
Now what about this escape plan, Ryan?”

THE ESCAPE

“I want a flashback to the night before,”
Ryan says. “Cross staked out the canals
and Surveyed all of the times when
regular boat trips happened. Like
scheduled deliveries and stuff like that””

“Okay,” Rachel says. “Call it a 2 stress
flashback, to get the timings down exactly
right. No need to roll for the Survey”

“Okay, so, Cross knows precisely
when a boat is going to pass below the
windows of the Dimmer Sisters” house,
and he’s been listening out for the public
clock chimes during this score, to time
everything perfectly. As Frost catches
the artifact, he rushes forward, grabs
her and Revka by the arms and jumps
them all out the window... onto the roof
of a passing delivery boat. The End”

“Wow;” Allison says. “I love it. I have
to push myself to be able to move with
my broken ribs, so that’s 2 more stress
for me, but it's worth it. What an exit”

143

EXAMPLE SCORE



144

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

¢ How would a different engagement roll result change the score? On a 1-3,
Rachel mentioned that she would have confronted them with the guardian
spirit right away. Does that seem right for an opening desperate position? What
if they had gotten a 6 or a cRITICAL? How would you handle it?

¢ When Revka ATTUNED to compel aunt Thea’s spirit, on the 1-3 and 4/5 results,
how would things have gone if the PCs had resisted the consequences? Do you
think the consequences were appropriate, given how powerful the Dimmer
Sisters” house-magic is supposed to be? How would you increase or decrease the
severity of consequences in a situation like this if the opponent was different?

¢ Allison used her fine spirit mask after the roll, to increase the effect of her
result. Would you let a player do this, or do you think they should have to
declare use of their items before they roll?

¢ The CRITICAL result on the ATTUNE roll really made things a lot simpler,
didn't it? The crew could have been stuck battling angry ghosts in the first
room of the house, but instead they just slipped on through to the location of
the artifact, making the score a lot faster to complete. What do you think of
short-and-sweet scores like this?

¢ What did you think of Ryan’s “shoot things and jump out the window”
maneuver at the end? Is that the kind of action-adventure tone that you want
to promote when you play the game, or would you like something more gritty
and closer to real-life? Do you think 2 stress is a fair cost for that flashback?
Should he have rolled SURVEY to see how good his information was, or was
it okay to gloss over that bit?



CHAPTER 5

DOWNTIME

After the crew finishes a score (succeed or fail), they take time to recover, regroup,
and prepare for the next operation. This phase of the game is called downtime.

Downtime fulfills two purposes in the game:

# First, it’s a break for the players. During the action of the score, the PCs are
always under threat, charging from obstacle to obstacle in a high-energy
sequence. Downtime gives them a reprieve so they can catch their breath and
relax a bit—focus on lower-energy, quieter elements of the game, as well as
explore personal aspects of their characters.

@ Second, the shift into a new phase of the game signals a shift in which mechanics
are needed. There are special rules that are only used during the downtime
phase, so they’re kept “out of the way” during the other parts of play. When
we shift into downtime, we take out a different toolbox and resolve downtime
on its own terms, then shift back into the more action-focused phases of the
game afterwards.

Downtime is divided into four parts, which are resolved in order:
1. PAYOFF. The crew receives their rewards from a successfully completed score.

2. HEAT. The crew accumulates suspicion and attention from the law and the
powers-that-be in the city as a result of their last score.

3. ENTANGLEMENTS. The crew faces trouble from the rival factions, the law,
and the haunted city itself.

4.DOWNTIME ACTIVITIES. The PCs indulge their vices to remove stress, work
on long-term projects, recover from injuries, etc.

After the downtime activities are resolved, the game returns to free play, and the
group can move toward their next score.
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PAYOFF

After a score, the PCs take stock of their income from the operation. A successful
score generates both REP and COIN.

The crew earns 2 REP per score by default. If the target of the score is higher Tier
than you, take +1 REP per Tier higher. If the target of the score is lower Tier,
you get -1 REP per Tier lower (minimum zero).

If your crew is Tier I and you pull off a successful score against a Tier I11 target,
you earn 4 REP (2 REP, +2 REP for a target two tiers above you). If your crew
is Tier I1I and you complete a score against a Tier I target, you earn 0 REP
(2 rep, -2 rep for the lower Tier target).
If you keep the operation completely quiet so no one knows about it, you earn
zero REP. Mark the rep on the REP tracker on the crew sheet.

The crew earns COIN based on the nature of the operation and/or any loot they
seized:

¢ 2 COIN: A minor job; several full purses.
¢ 4 cOIN: A small job; a strongbox.

# 6 COIN: A standard score; decent loot.

# 8 COIN: A big score; serious loot.

¢ 10+ COIN: A major score; impressive loot.

Record the cOIN on the crew sheet, or divvy it up among the crew members as
you see fit.

Most districts have crime bosses that expect smaller crews to pay a tithe from their
scores. Ask the GM if there’s a boss that you should be paying. Subtract coIN
equal to your crew Tier +1 when you pay a tithe to a boss or larger organization.
If you're supposed to be paying off a boss, but you don't, start a clock for that boss’s
patience running out. Tick it whenever you don’t pay. Every time it fills up, lose 1
faction status with them.

You can set the scene and play out a meeting with a client or patron who's paying
the crew if there’s something interesting to explore there. If not, just gloss over
it and move on to the next part of downtime.

GM, definitely don’t screw around with the players when it comes to the payoff.
Don't say that the client lied and there’s no reward. Or that the meeting for the
payment is actually a trap, or whatever. These types of things are staples of crime
fiction, but in Blades, the PCs have enough problems coming at them from every
direction already. When it comes to getting paid, just give them what they earned.



HEAT

Doskvol is a city of prying eyes and informants (both living and ghostly). Anything
you do might be witnessed, and there’s always evidence left behind. To reflect this,
your crew acquires HEAT as they commit crimes. After a score or conflict with
an opponent, your crew takes HEAT according to the nature of the operation:

¢ 0 HEAT: Smooth & quiet; low exposure.
¢ 2 HEAT: Contained; standard exposure.
¢ 4 HEAT: Loud & chaotic; high exposure.

¢ 6 HEAT: Wild; devastating exposure.
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Add +1 HEAT for a high-profile or well-connected target. Add +1 HEAT if the
situation happened on hostile turf. Add +1 HEAT if you're at war with another
faction. Add +2 HEAT if killing was involved (whether the crew did the killing
or not—bodies draw attention).

You mark HEAT levels on the HEAT tracker on the crew sheet.

Marking 2 HEAT on the HEAT
tracker. When the tracker is
full, mark a WANTED LEVEL
and clear all the HEAT.

WANTED LEVEL
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When your HEAT level reaches 9, you gain a WANTED LEVEL and clear your
HEAT (any excess HEAT “rolls over,” so if your HEAT was 7 and you took 4 HEAT,
youd reset with 2 HEAT marked).

The higher your WANTED LEVEL, the more serious the response when law
enforcement takes action against you (they’ll send a force of higher quality and scale).

Also, your WANTED LEVEL contributes to the severity of the entanglements
that your crew faces after a score. See page 150 for details.

INCARCERATION

The only way to reduce your crew’s WANTED LEVEL is through incarceration.
When one of your crew members, friends, contacts—or a framed enemy—is
convicted and incarcerated for crimes associated with your crew, your WANTED
LEVEL is reduced by 1 and you clear your HEAT.

Incarceration may result from investigation and arrest by the Bluecoats, or
because someone turns themselves in and takes the fall for the crew’s crimes.

The severity of the prison sentence depends on your WANTED LEVEL:

¢ WANTED LEVEL 4: Life or execution. ¢ WANTED LEVEL o: A few weeks.
Or, the Bluecoats give you a beating
to teach you a lesson (suffer level 3
harm, no resistance roll allowed—
¢ WANTED LEVEL 1: Amonth or two.  they keep going until you're injured).

¢ WANTED LEVEL 3: A year or two.

¢ WANTED LEVEL 2: Several months.

Incarceration is dehumanizing and brutal. The renown of your crew is your only
real defense inside. When you serve your time, make an incarceration roll using
your crew’s Tier as the dice pool.

INCARCERATION ROLL

o 1d for each PC Tier level. CRITICAL: You make a name for yourself
inside. You gain +3 REP for your crew,
1 prison claim and +1 faction status
with a faction that you assisted while you
served your time.

6: You do your time well. Your crew gains
1 prison claim and +1 faction status
with a faction that you assisted while you
served your time.

4/5: You keep your head down and do
your time without incident.

1-3: It’s horrific. You suffer a level of
TRAUMA from the experience.



CLAIMS: PRISON

PAROLE
INFLUENCE SMUGGLING
GUARD
PAYOFF
HARDCASE SMUGGLING

ALLIED CELL BLOCK
CLAIM CONTROL
GUARD ALLIED
PAYDFF CLAIM
ALLIED ALLIED
CLAIM CLAIM

PRISON CLAIMS

ALLIED CLAIM

One of your allies on the inside arranges
for their faction to grant you a boon.
Take a claim for your crew from a
different crew type. You can't take turf
with this claim.

CELL BLOCK CONTROL

Your crew has a cell block under their
total control—guards and all. You never
take TRAUMA from incarceration.

GUARD PAYOFF
You claim several Ironhook prison
guards on your payroll. Take +1d to
your Tier roll when a member of your
crew is incarcerated.

HARDCASE

Your reputation as a tough inmate
bolsters your crew’s image in Duskwall.
When your crew advances Tier, it costs
2 fewer cOINS than it normally would.

PAROLE INFLUENCE

Political pressures of various sorts
can be applied to the magistrates and
warden who oversee sentences for
crimes. With this claim, you’re always
able to arrange for a shorter prison
stay—as if your WANTED LEVEL was 1
lower. So, if your WANTED LEVEL was
3 when you went in, youd spend only
several months behind bars (equivalent
to level 2) instead of a full year.

SMUGGLING

You arrange smuggling channels inside.
You have +2 load while incarcerated,
(starting from zero as a prisoner). If you
take this claim twice, you'll have 4 load
while you're serving time in Ironhook.
Also, you may choose to carry COIN in
place of load for purposes of bribes or
acquiring assets while in prison. You may
reset the items in your prison loadout
whenever your crew has downtime.

149

=
=
==}
g
-4
=l
=
-
g
J
=
g
o¥
[
g
=)
=




150

ENTANGLEMENTS

Your scoundrels and crew didn’t just spring into existence tonight. You have a complex
history of favors, commitments, debts, and promises that got you where you are
today. To reflect this, after each score, you roll dice to find out which entanglement
comes calling. An entanglement might be a rival crew looking to throw their weight
around (and demand some COIN), an Investigator of the City Watch making a case
against your crew (but ready for a bribe), or even the attention of a vengeful ghost.

After payoff and HEAT are determined, the GM generates an entanglement for
the crew using the lists below. Find the column that matches the crew’s current
HEAT level. Then roll a number of dice equal to their WANTED LEVEL, and use
the result of the roll to select which sort of entanglement manifests. If WANTED
LEVEL is zero, roll two dice and keep the lowest result.

HEAT 0-3 HEAT 4/5 HEAT 6+
12 Gang Trouble or _.| Gang Trouble or 1. Flipped or
3| 'The Usual Suspects Questioning 3 Interrogation

Demonic Notice or

/ Rivals or
Show of Force

Unquiet Dead

Reprisals or

Unquiet Dead 4l

4ls

6 = Cooperation 6 | Show of Force 6 | Arrest

Some groups like to roll entanglements “in the open” so everyone knows what’s
about to hit them. Other groups prefer the roll to be secret, so the entanglement
is a surprise when it happens. Either way is fine.

Bring the entanglement into play immediately, or hold off until an appropriate
moment. For example, if you get the Interrogation entanglement, you might wait
until a PC indulges their vice, then say the Bluecoats picked them up when they
were distracted by its pleasures.

Entanglements manifest fully before the PCs have a chance to avoid them. When
an entanglement comes into play, describe the situation after the entanglement
has manifested. The PCs deal with it from that point—they can'’t intercept it and
defuse it before it happens. The purpose of the mechanic is to abstract a lot of the
complex stuff happening in the backgrounds of the characters’ lives in order to
generate trouble for them. Entanglements are the cost of doing business in the
underworld—a good crew learns to roll with the punches and pick their battles.

The entanglements are detailed on the following pages. Each has a list of potential ways
for the PCs to be rid of it. If you want the entanglements to be a momentary problem for
the crew; stick to the suggested methods to resolve them, and move on to the next part
of downtime. If you want to dive in and explore the entanglement in detail, set the scene
and play out the event in full, following the actions and consequences where they lead.



ARREST

An Inspector presents a case file of evidence to a magistrate, to begin prosecution
of your crew. The Bluecoats send a detail to arrest you (a gang at least equal in scale
to your WANTED LEVEL). Pay them off with COIN equal to your WANTED LEVEL
+3, hand someone over for arrest (this clears your HEAT), or try to evade capture.

A truncheon bangs on the shutters of the window. “Alright then! Come on out
and let’s go quietly now!” It sounds like Sergeant Klellan. When you peek out,
you see a detail of about twenty Bluecoats, all geared up for a fight. Klellan
mumbles under his breath, so only you inside can hear: “Or perhaps I have
the wrong address?” He clears his throat and waits for some coin to appear.

COOPERATION

A +3 status faction asks you for a favor. Agree to do it, or forfeit 1 REP per Tier
of the friendly faction, or lose 1 status with them. If you don’t have a +3 faction
status, you avoid entanglements right now.

DEMONIC NOTICE
A demon approaches the crew with a dark offer. Accept their bargain, hide until
it loses interest (forfeit 3 REP), or deal with it another way.

FLIPPED

One of the PCs’ rivals arranges for one of your contacts, patrons, clients, or a
group of your customers to switch allegiances due to the HEAT on you. They’re
loyal to another faction now.

You hear word on the street that Laroze is working for the Billhooks now. He
was seen talking to Flint the other day... that bastard is probably behind it.
Remove Laroze as a contact until you can get that sorted out.

GANG TROUBLE

One of your gangs (or other cohorts) causes trouble due to their flaw(s). You
can lose face (forfeit REP equal to your Tier +1), make an example of one of the
gang members, or face reprisals from the wronged party.

After the PCs succeed at their assault and wipe out the Red Sashes, their savage
gang takes things too far. They start attacking any Iruvians they see in Crow’s
Foot, and during one brawl, they horribly maim a citizen. Everyone’s talking
about it. Is this how the Bloodletters run their crew? Arcy decides to handle
matters by making an example of one of the gang. She takes them back to the
tavern where the incident happened, and smashes the offending thug’s face
into the bar, giving her a horrific scar.

The GM thinks this treatment warrants a tick on a progress clock they created
in an earlier session when Arcy treated the gang roughly. The clock is called
“The Gang Fights Back.” It was already at three out of four segments, so now
it’s full! Looks like Arcy’s rough treatment of the savage gang is gonna come
back to bite her.
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INTERROGATION

The Bluecoats round up one of the PCs to question them about the crew’s crimes.
How did they manage to capture you? Either pay them off with 3 CoIN, or they
beat you up (level 2 harm) and you tell them what they want to know (+3 HEAT).
You can resist each of those consequences separately.

Some players really hate it when their character gets captured! Just tell them
that this is completely normal for a scoundrel of the underworld. You spend time
in and out of jail, getting questioned and harassed by the law. It’s not the end
of the world. But now that you're here in the interrogation room, what kind of
person are you? Do you talk? Do you stand up to them? Do you make a deal?

QUESTIONING

The Bluecoats grab an NPC member of your crew or one of the crew’s contacts, to
question them about your crimes. Who do the Bluecoats think is most vulnerable?
Make a fortune roll to see how much they talk (1-3: +2 HEAT, 4/5: +1 HEAT),
or pay the Bluecoats off with 2 coIn.

Roll 2d for a normal person to see how well they keep quiet. If they’re an
experienced underworld type or some kind of tough, give them 3d or 4d instead.
If they’re soft or if they have some loyalty to the law, give them 1d or 0d.

REPRISALS

An enemy faction makes a move against you (or a friend, contact, or vice
purveyor). Pay them (1 REP and 1 cOIN) per Tier of the enemy as an apology,
allow them to mess with you or yours, or fight back and show them who’s boss.

RIVALS

A neutral faction throws their weight around. They threaten you, a friend, a
contact, or one of your vice purveyors. Forfeit (1 REP or 1 COIN) per Tier of the
rival, or stand up to them and lose 1 status with them.

SHOW OF FORCE

A faction with whom you have a negative status makes a play against your
holdings. Give them 1 claim or go to war (drop to -3 status). If you have no
claims, lose 1 hold instead.

UNQUIET DEAD
A rogue spirit is drawn to you—perhaps it’s a past victim? Acquire the services of
a Whisper or Rail Jack to attempt to destroy or banish it, or deal with it yourself.

They can hire an NPC by using the acquire asset downtime activity (see page
153). Roll the NPC’s quality level as a fortune roll to see how well they deal
with the spirit.

THE USUAL SUSPECTS
The Bluecoats grab someone in the periphery of your crew. One player volunteers
a friend or vice purveyor as the person most likely to be taken. Make a fortune
roll to find out if they resist questioning (1-3: +2 HEAT, 4/5: level 2 harm), or
pay the Bluecoats off with 1 coIn.



DOWNTIME ACTIVITIES

Between scores, your crew spends time at their liberty, | AcQUIRE ASSET
attending to personal needs and side projects. These
are called downtime activities (see the list at right).
During a downtime phase, each PC has time for two
downtime activities. When you're at war, each PC has | REDUCE HEAT
time for only one. TRAIN

LoNG-TERM PROJECT

RECOVER

You may choose the same activity more than once. You | INDULGE VICE
can only attempt actions that you're in a position to
accomplish. If an activity is contingent on another action, resolve that action first.

A PC can make time for more than two activities, at a cost. Each additional
activity from the list costs 1 COIN or 1 REP. This reflects the time and resulting
resource drain while you're “off the clock” and not earning from a score. When
you complete a new score, you reset and get two “free” activities again.

Activities on the downtime list are limited; normal actions are not. During downtime,
you can still go places, do things, make action rolls, gather information, talk with
other characters, etc. In other words, only activities that are on the list are limited.

For any downtime activity, take +1d to the roll if a friend or contact helps you.
After the roll, you may spend CoIN after the roll to improve the result level.
Increase the result level by one for each cOIN spent. So, a 1-3 result becomes
a4 oras,a4/s5 result becomes a 6, and a 6 becomes a CRITICAL.

GM: If a player can’t decide which downtime activity to pick, offer them a long-
term project idea. You know what the player is interested in and what they like.
Suggest a project that will head in a fun direction for them.

“Remember how you had that weird vision at the altar to the forgotten gods?
Yeah, do you want to get to the bottom of that? Okay, start a long-term project—
six segments—called... ‘Weird God Vibes! What do you do to work on that?”

ACQUIRE ASSET

Gain temporary use of an asset:

@ One special item or set of common items (enough for a gang of your Tier scale).
¢ A cohort (an expert or gang).

¢ A vehicle.

# A service. Transport from a smuggler or driver, use of a warehouse for

temporary storage, legal representation, etc.

“Temporary use” constitutes one significant period of usage that makes sense for
the asset—typically the duration of one score. An asset may also be acquired for
“standby” use in the future. You might hire a gang to guard your lair, for example,
and they’ll stick around until after the first serious battle, or until a week goes
by and they lose interest.
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To acquire the asset, roll the crew’s Tier. The result indicates the quality of the
asset you get, using the crew’s Tier as the base. 1-3: Tier -1, 4/5: Tier, 6: Tier +1,
CRITICAL: Tier +2. You can spend COIN to raise the result of this roll beyond
CRITICAL by spending 2 cOIN per additional Tier level added.

The GM may set a minimum quality level that must be achieved to acquire a
particular asset. For example, if you want to get a set of Spirit Warden uniforms
and masks, youd need to acquire a Tier IV asset. A lower result won't do.

If you acquire the same asset again, you get +1d to your roll. If you continue to
re-acquire an asset every time it’s used, you can effectively rent it indefinitely.

Alchemicals, poisons, bombs, and dangerous gadgets are highly restricted in
Doskvol. When you acquire one of these items (rather than crafting it yourself),
you take +2 HEAT. (For more about Crafting, see page 224).

If you want to acquire an asset permanently, you can either gain it as a crew
upgrade (using the rules for advancement, see page 48) or work on it as a
long-term project to set up a permanent acquisition.

Zamira the Whisper is a duelist in the Iruvian style, and would like a fine sword
to add to her permanent items. Her player starts a long-term project: “Get
My Family Sword Back from the Pawn Shop.” The GM says this is an 8-clock
(she can work on it by CONSORTING or SWAYING the pawn shop owner or
maybe rolling her lifestyle level to represent small payments).

LONG-TERM PROJECT

When you work on a long-term project (either a brand new one, or an already
existing one), describe what your character does to advance the project clock, and
roll one of your actions. Mark segments on the clock according to your result:
1-3: one segment, 4/5: two segments, 6: three segments, CRITICAL: five segments.

Along-term project can cover a wide variety of activities, like doing research into
an arcane ritual, investigating a mystery, establishing someone’s trust, courting a
new friend or contact, changing your character’s vice, and so on.

Based on the goal of the project, the GM will tell you the clock(s) to create and
suggest a method by which you might make progress.

On the last score, Oskarr disintegrated Silver’s body with electroplasm and destroyed
her spirit. But now her ghost is haunting him! How is this possible? This is beyond
the scope of a simple gather information roll, so Oskarr starts a long-term project to
investigate this mystery. The GM says it will be an 8-segment clock. Oskarr spends
a downtime activity in the occult library at his lair, looking for any clues. The player
rolls Oskarr’s STUDY action and gets a 4: two segments of progress on the clock.

In order to work on a project, you might first have to achieve the means to
pursue it—which can be a project in itself. For example, you might want to make
friends with a member of the City Council, but you have no connection to them.
You could first work on a project to CONSORT in their circles so you have the
opportunity to meet one of them. Once that’s accomplished, you could start a
new project to form a friendly relationship.



RECOVER

When you recover, you seek treatment and heal your harm. You might visit a
physicker who can stitch your wounds and soothe your mind with anatomical
science or a witch who specializes in healing charms and restorative alchemy. If you
don’t have a contact or fellow PC who can provide treatment, you can use the acquire
asset activity to gain access to a healer, who can provide service for the whole crew.

Recovery is like a long-term project. Your healer rolls (TINKER for a PC with
the PHYSICKER special ability or the quality level of an NPC) and then you
mark a number of segments on your healing clock. 1-3: one segment, 4/5: two
segments, 6: three segments, CRITICAL: five segments.

When you fill your healing clock, reduce each instance of harm
on your sheet by one level, then clear the clock. If you have more  project clock
segments to mark, they “roll over.”

Cross has two injuries: a level 3 “Shattered Right Leg” and level 1 “Battered.” During
downtime, he gets treatment from Quellyn, a witch friend of the crew’s Whisper.
Quellyn is a competent healer, so the GM says quality 2 makes sense. The player
rolls 2d to recover and gets a 6: three segments on the healing clock. He decides to
spend 1 COIN to improve the result to a CRITICAL to get five segments instead.
Four segments fill the clock—all of Cross’s harm is reduced by one level, then he
clears the clock and marks one more segment. His level 3 harm “Shattered Right
Leg” is reduced to level 2 harm. His level 1 harm “Battered” is reduced to zero
and goes away. Cross is left with one injury on his sheet: level 2 “Broken Leg”

You may heal yourself if you have the PHYSICKER special ability, but you take
2 stress when you do so. You can also choose to simply tough it out and attempt
to heal without any treatment—in this case, take 1 stress and roll 0d.

Note that it’s the recovering character that takes the recovery action. Healing
someone else does not cost a downtime activity for the healer.

Whenever you suffer new harm, clear any ticks on your healing clock.

REDUCE HEAT

Say what your character does to reduce the HEAT level of the crew and make
an action roll. Maybe you CONSORT with your friend who's a Bluecoat and she
arranges for a few incriminating Watch reports to disappear. Or maybe you
CoMMAND the fear of the local citizens so they’re afraid to snitch.

Reduce HEAT according to the result: 1-3: one, 4/5: two, 6: three, CRITICAL: five.

TRAIN

When you spend time in training, mark 1 xp on the xp track for an attribute
or playbook advancement. If you have the appropriate crew Training upgrade
unlocked, mark +1 xp (2 total). See Crew Upgrades, page 95. You can train a
given xp track only once per downtime.

INDULGE VICE

Visit your vice purveyor to relieve stress. See the next section for details.
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VICE

STRESS RELIEF

The scoundrels of Doskvol are a special lot. They defy the powers-that-be
and dare to prey on those who are considered to be their betters. They push
themselves further than ordinary people are willing to go. But this comes at
a cost. A scoundrel’s life is one of constant stress. Inevitably, each turns to the
seduction of a vice in order to cope.

A scoundrel’s vice is their obsession. But with this indulgence comes relief from
stress and the ability to once again face the overwhelming challenge of their
daring life.

INDULGING YOUR VICE

When you indulge your vice, you clear some stress from your character’s stress
track. Say how your character indulges their vice, including which purveyor of
vice they use to satisfy their needs (see page 299). This indulgence takes time,
so it can only be done when the crew has downtime. Alternately, you may choose
to release your character to be “lost in their vice” during a game session, allowing
them to indulge off-camera while you play a different PC. A gang member, friend,
or contact of the crew might be created as an alternate character to play, thus
fleshing out the landscape of PCs.

You roll to find out how much stress relief your character receives. A vice roll is
like a resistance roll in reverse—rather than gaining stress levels, you clear stress
levels. The effectiveness of your indulgence depends upon your character’s worst
attribute rating. It’s their weakest quality (INSIGHT, PROWESS, or RESOLVE)
that is most in thrall to vice.

Make an attribute roll using your character’s lowest attribute rating (if there’s a tie,
that’s fine—simply use that rating). Clear stress equal to the highest die result.

OVERINDULGENCE

If your vice roll clears more stress levels than you had marked, you overindulge.
A vice is not a reliable, controllable habit. It’s a risk—and one that can drive your
character to act against their own best interests.

When you overindulge, you make a bad call because of your vice—in acquiring
it or while under its influence. To bring the effect of this bad decision into the
game, select an overindulgence from the list:

¢ ATTRACT TROUBLE. Select or roll an additional entanglement.
¢ BrAG about your exploits. +2 HEAT.

¢ LosT. Your character vanishes for a few weeks. Play a different character until
this one returns from their bender. When your character returns, they’ve also
healed any harm they had.

¢ TAPPED. Your current purveyor cuts you off. Find a new source for your vice.



VICE ROLL

Roll dice equal to your Clear stress equal to your highest
LOWEST ATTRIBUTE rating. die result. If you clear more stress
levels than you had marked, you
overindulge. If you do not or cannot
indulge your vice during downtime,
you take stress equal to your TRAUMA.

IGNORING YOUR VICE

If you do not or cannot indulge your vice during a downtime phase, you take
stress equal to your TRAUMA. If you don’t have any TRAUMA, you're free to
ignore your vice. It doesn’t have a hold over you (yet).

ROLEPLAYING & XP

Along with your character’s heritage and background, their vice tells us what
kind of person they are. This obsession impacts their motivations, goals, and
behavior. When you ponder what your character might do or say next, you can
always consider their vice to help you think of something. As an added benefit, by
playing to the nature of your character’s vice, you earn xp at the end of the session.
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DOWNTIME ACTIVITIES IN PLAY

Oskarr wants to discover how Silver’s ghost survived disintegration by
electroplasm. He works on a long-term project called “Learn Ghost Secrets
from Silver”—an 8-segment clock. The result of the ATTUNE roll is a 6! Oskarr
ticks three segments on the clock.

Morlan wants to reduce HEAT on his crew. He grabs some thugs from the
gang and makes the rounds, roughing up shopkeeps, smashing windows, and
generally terrorizing everyone into submission. The result of the WRECK roll
is a CRITICAL! The crew’s HEAT drops by five levels as the local citizens decide
to forget everything they've seen recently.

Canter needs some very special ammunition in order to hunt the demon Setarra.
He acquires an asset from the the Dimmer Sisters (who happen to be friendly
with his crew right now): bullets made from quicksilver and deathlands ash,
consecrated to the forgotten god of the Unbroken Sun, ancient enemy of all
demons. The Tier roll is a 4: only standard quality, which isn’t enough for this
rare item. Adam (Canter’s player) spends 2 COIN to bump up the result to
a CRITICAL: exquisite quality. Canter gets his bullets—powerful enough to
seriously harm the infernal creature.

NPC & FACTION DOWNTIME

NPCs and factions also do things when the PCs have downtime. The GM
advances their project clocks and chooses a downtime maneuver or two for
each faction that they’re interested in at the moment. Choose any maneuver that
makes sense for that faction to pursue. For example:

# Seize a claim or increase hold, make ¢ Achieve a short-term goal theyre in
an enemy vulnerable, or reduce the  position to accomplish.
hold of a vulnerable enemy. ¢ Acquire a new asset.

¢ Gather information on the PCs (may & Ca]l in a favor from another faction.
be opposed by a PC roll) or another

. o
subject. Employ political pressure or threats

to force someone’s hand.

GM: Choose downtime maneuvers and advance clocks for the factions you're
interested in right now. Don’t worry about the rest. Later, when you turn your
attention to a faction you've ignored for a while, go ahead and give them several
downtime phases and project clock ticks to “catch up” to current events.

If you're not sure how far to progress a faction’s clock, make a fortune roll using
their Tier as the base trait, modified up or down depending on the opposition
or circumstances. Tick 1 segment for a 1-3 result, 2 segments for a 4/5 result, 3
segments for a 6 result, or 5 segments for a CRITICAL result.

When factions do things that are known in the criminal underworld, tell the
players about it through one of their friends or contacts or vice purveyors. These
rumors and bits of gossip can lead to future scores and opportunities for the PCs.



DOWNTIME ACTIVITIES SUMMARY

Add +1d to your roll if a friend or contact helps with your downtime activity.

ACQUIRE ASSET

Roll the crew’s Tier. The result
indicates the quality of the asset:

¢ CRITICAL: Tier +2.
# 6: Tier +1.

® 4/5: Tier.

@ 1-3: Tier -1.

Some items require a minimum
quality result to acquire. To raise the
result beyond critical, you may spend
2 COIN per +1 Tier bonus.

LONG-TERM PROJECT

Work on a long term project, if you
have the means.

Mark segments on the clock
according to your result:

¢ CrITICAL: Five ticks.
@ 6: Three ticks.

® 4/5: Two ticks.

# 1-3: One tick.

Get treatment to tick your healing
clock (like a long-term project).
When you fill a clock, each harm is
reduced by one level.

REDUCE HEAT

NPC & FACTION DOWNTIME

Say how you reduce HEAT on the
crew and roll your action. Reduce
HEAT according to the result level:
¢ CRITICAL: Clear five HEAT.

¢ 6: Clear three HEAT.

@ 4/5: Clear two HEAT.

¢ 1-3: Clear one HEAT.

Mark 1 xp (in an attribute or your
playbook). Add +1 xp if you have
the appropriate crew upgrade. You
may train a given xp track once per
downtime.

Visit your vice purveyor to relieve stress. Roll dice equal to your lowest
attribute. Clear stress equal to your highest die result. If you clear more stress
levels than you had marked, you overindulge (see below). If you do not or cannot
indulge your vice during downtime, you take stress equal to your TRAUMA.

OVERINDULGE: You made a bad call because of your vice—in acquiring it or while

under its influence. What did you do?

¢ ATTRACT TROUBLE: Maybe an enemy has tracked you to your vice purveyor

and you let your guard down. Select or roll an additional entanglement.

¢ BRAG: Maybe you brag about your exploits. The crew takes +2 HEAT.

¢ LosT: Play a different character until this one returns from their bender.

¢ TAPPED. Your current purveyor cuts you off. Find a new source for the

indulgence of your vice.
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You think I wander down here to watch the leviathan hunters come in, hey? To see
them nose up to the docks, all thrumming with their catch, sending out the ripples,
holding tight to that blood trying to force its way back into the sea? Hah. No. No, I’d
sooner watch a seagull feed her young by yakking food into their outstretched beaks.

No, I come down here because I know summat that these crews don’t know, that you
don’t know. Nobody knows it. Death is a song to the leviathans. They sing it, they listen
for it. If you know what you’re doing, you can invite them in close. Invite them up out
of the water, even, if you have a pretty enough song.

That’s how my people used to do it. Human sacrifice, that’s right. By the dozen. Blood
flowing in runnels to the ink-black water, plumes swelling into it like demon artwork,
scenting the surf. You say the right words, sing the right songs, use the right knife.
Getitright, and all that screaming and begging and weeping turns into seduction, into
power. You snare the curiosity under those tons of water, and it glides in close. It wants
that suffering and death, like you want that barmaid’s hips. It wants to enter, it wants
that warmth—it lusts for it.

So the greedy demon would haul itself up onto the land, panting through the surf,
churning it to fog. Then my people would attack. We took cross-cut saws, hatchets, blades
sharpened like you’ve never seen. We attacked those demons where they interrupted the
skyline with their breathing evil and their wood-hard flesh, their shiny deep armor. We
used drag harnesses to pull limbs away, and cut at their connections.

I remember it like it was yesterday. That living blood coats you like fury, squirming
on the skin, invasive and cold and screaming. Your heart changes. Your lungs freeze.
But you don’t slow what you’re doing, there’s too much energy to hold still, and you’re
in the clouding fog of undeath and raging life.

You cut at the leviathan for tentacles, leg stumps, rudder fins all stubby and scarred.
‘Whatever would stick out, different for each. Then you’ve got the leather, and the bone,
and the meat, the rune-stitched sinew. Keep it all, use it to make your own music in the
dark, to print the Back of the Mirror where the leviathan weakens its dividing surface.

See, I never saw a leviathan up close. I never had to. My great grandfather was a limmer,
asacrificing warlock harvester. What happened to him soaked into his bones and blood,
into his past and future, and poisoned all of it. I can see the Back of the Mirror because
of what he did, and what it did to him.

My mind’s eye tells me the song this damned and forsaken city sings. I know there
will come a time when one of those leviathans they hunt will follow them home. Then
will be a beaching like this city has never known, those ships torn apart, that full load
of blood crawling through everything.

That will be the end of my lineage, and my family has known it for four centuries.
But today? These ships? No. Not today.

Maybe next time.

& fudk He L HYf



CHAPTER b

HOW TO PLAY

FICTION-FIRST GAMING

Fiction-first is a bit of jargon to describe the process of playing a roleplaying
game, as opposed to other sorts of games you might be used to.

In a standard board game, for example, when you take your turn, you choose a move
from one of the mechanics of the game, and then use that game system to resolve
what happens. You might say, “I'm going to pay two stone to build a second fort on
my home tile” We could call this process “mechanics-first” What you do on your
turn is pick a mechanic to engage, then resolve that mechanic. Your choices are
constrained by the mechanics of the game. You might color it in with some fictional
trappings, like, “The brave citizens of Baronia heed the call to war and build a stout
fort!” but the fiction is secondarys it’s flavor added on. In other words, the fiction is
brought in after the mechanics, to describe what happened.

In a roleplaying game, it’s different. When it’s your turn, you say what your
character does within the ongoing fictional narrative. You don’t pick a mechanic
first, you say something about the fiction first. Your choices in a roleplaying
game aren't immediately constrained by the mechanics, theyre constrained by
the established fictional situation. In other words, the mechanics are brought
in after the fictional action has determined which mechanics we need to use.

For example, in Blades in the Dark, there are several different mechanics that might
be used if a character tries to pick the lock on a safe. Its essentially meaningless
to play mechanics-first. “I pick a lock” isn’t a mechanical choice in the game. To
understand which mechanic to use, we have to first establish the fiction.

If your character is at their liberty back at the crew’s lair, with plenty of time to
dedicate to opening the lock on the safe, then we could use one of the downtime
mechanics—namely “Work on a long-term project” You might do very well and
open it quickly, or it might prove more challenging, requiring several attempts
over a longer period of time.
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If your character is in a burning building, trying desperately to open the safe while
flaming roof-beams are raining down around them, then the action mechanic
would come into play. You might do very well and avoid harm from the fire and
debris while you work on the lock or you might have to abandon your work to
keep from being crushed and burned.

If your character knows nothing about safe-cracking, you might pay someone
to open it for you. In which case, wed use the mechanic to acquire an asset—a
master locksmith in this case. You might arrange a good deal and get a skilled
worker, or you might have to pay more to get the quality you need.

And so on and so forth. There are an infinite number of approaches you might
take, constrained by the fictional circumstances.

The important concept here is that you first choose what your character does in
the fiction, then the group picks a mechanic that suits the situation to resolve what
happens. Once you establish the fictional action, selecting a mechanic from the
options at hand is pretty easy. If you try to do it the other way around—picking
the mechanic and then trying to “color-in” the fiction after—you’ll find that the
game can become confusing and muddled.

When something seems weird, or a situation resolves in a bizarre way, back out
to the level of the fictional narrative. What’s going on? What are you trying to
do? Which mechanic is suited for this? Don’t try to force a particular mechanic
onto the fiction. Take the fiction first (ah, see that? “fiction-first”) and then use
the mechanics to support it.

Think of the mechanics of the game as tools in a toolbox. There’s no point saying,
“I hammer it” until you know what you’re building. Also, there’s no constraint
that says you must always use a hammer and nail every time you need to attach
two pieces of wood. You use the tools that suit what you're trying to do. The same
goes for mechanics in a roleplaying game. First establish the fiction, then select
a mechanical tool from the toolbox that suits the situation you need to resolve.
Which tools you pick will often be pragmatic, but can also be a stylistic choice.
There’s no one right way to choose a tool, after all. The tools are there for you to
use as you see fit; developing a style of use and set of precedents as you go along.

The text of the game gives you both the set of tools and a guide to their usage,
which is essentially the best practices the playtesters and I developed. These best
practices will start you on your way toward successful game play—but ultimately
they are just a guide. It's up to you and your group to put them into practice and
learn the use and feel of the tools in play.

This is one of the most fun aspects of roleplaying games. Because there’s no single
right way to use the tools, the act of play is constantly creative—at the level of the
fictional narrative, of course, but also at the level of the application of the game
systems. I'll explain the tools and teach you some good ways to apply them, but
when it’s all said and done, your experience with Blades in the Dark will be one
that you and your group make for yourselves.



TRIGGERING THE ACTION ROLL

The game is a conversation between the people at the table. You're talking, narrating
actions, speaking in character, making jokes, sketching maps, speculating about
what might happen, all that good stuff. But it’s just talking, right? There’s a thing
that happens in a roleplaying game where the conversation shifts. Where you go
from just talking to using a mechanic. What's that like?

This shift in the conversation is the GM’s responsibility (they should always be
on the lookout), but anyone can call for it. So, when do you call for it? You call
for an action roll when any of these happen:

¢ A player character attempts a challenging action that might be dangerous
or troublesome.

¢ A player character leads or gives orders to an NPC or NPC group, which
faces something dangerous or troublesome.

¢ Someone grabs the dice and gets all excited about making a roll.

So, then, what do you actually say? I like to first ask the player how they’re
accomplishing their action. Which of their action ratings will they use? Then,
I suggest the position the character is in and the likely effect level they’ll have.

Player: “So he has the amulet? Okay, I'm forcing him to hand it over.”
GM: “Okay then. How are you gonna do that?”
Player: “I look him square in the eye and I Command him to hand it over”

GM: “Cool. Sounds pretty risky to me. He’s no push-over and his goons are
standing right there. Probably a limited effect since you're outnumbered, unless
you have a particularly potent threat to make here.”

And then the other players chime in and suggest an alternative position or effect
level, or the player revises their statement to something more or less daring, or
everyone just nods and we've shifted into using the mechanic.

The main thing to remember is that the group works together to set the goal,
position and consequences of each roll. Don't fall into the habit of simply “calling
for aroll” to do stuff in general, without really engaging the group in the process
of position and effect in a meaningful way. If a PC wants to suddenly kill an
enemy, well, that’s quite the maneuver isn't it? Are they in a controlled position
to do that? Is it risky? Is it desperate? What are they risking? Take a moment to
put everything in context in the fiction.

If the enemy is trying to kill them right back, then it’s probably desperate. They’re
going toe to toe, to the death. On a 4/5, they do it, yeah, with consequences. They
inflict a mortal wound, and (in this example) they suffer one in return.

For some players, suffering a deadly wound won’t seem like a “success.” In Blades,
though, an action roll resolves both the action of the PC as well as the action of
the enemy. The enemy is trying to do stuff, too, and a “partial success” means they
manage to do something. The action roll covers the whole exchange (or even a
whole fight)—all the attacks and harm at once, for both sides.
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In Blades, the PCs can’t really do things safely. Everything is a risk of harm,
consequences, HEAT, angry factions, etc. But they can do stuff! All those 4/5
results let them get stuff done, while they get smashed, bloodied, and harried by
enemies. Doskvol chews you up and spits you out. The characters that start the
game won't necessarily be the same ones that see the crew through to the end.

If you want less immediate consequences for those 4/5s, you can always use a
clock. Instead of instantly being noticed when they roll a 4/5 to sneak in, start
an “Alert” clock for the guards and tick it up. This is still a tricky consequence,
but it doesn’t bring the whole situation to an end.

The theme for Blades in the Dark is one of struggle and consequences, so you
almost never achieve anything without a cost—at least according to the dice
results. This is why the PCs have additional resources to mitigate consequences:
so the players have to make hard choices about what’s worth resisting (spending
their valuable stress) or when it’s worth taking a hit for a teammate, or using your
armor, or agreeing to a tough Devil’s Bargain, etc.

Teamwork can also mitigate things a lot, turning a desperate roll into a risky
one, increasing effect, and/or pumping up the dice pool. It takes a while for most
groups to really use teamwork well, which is by design.

Distinguish the various action roll positions by what the PC is risking. Describe
the enemy NPC in action, about to do something to the PC. That’s what they’re
risking when they act, and that defines the position.

“You rush in to stab him in the neck, and he flashes his sword up in an expert
parry, to turn your blade aside and run you through. Desperate position,
great effect, yeah?”

All of the adjustable dials in the game—position, effects, consequences,
supernatural powers—are for the group to experiment with. Try to avoid
unilateral decisions as the GM. Ask the group what they think. Is this desperate?
What’s a good risk here? Do you think that’s the full effect, or is there more left
to do? Part of playing Blades is establishing things that work for your group.

WHY WE DO THIS

What's the point of this shift into a mechanic, anyway? Why not just talk it out?
The main reason is this: when we just talk things out, we tend to build consensus.
This is usually a good thing. It helps the group bond, get on the same page, set
expectations, all that stuff. But when it comes to action-adventure stories like
Blades in the Dark, we don’t want consensus when the characters go into danger.
We want to be surprised, or thwarted, or driven to bigger risks, or inspired to
create a twist or complication. We want to raise our hands over our heads and
ride the roller coaster over the drop.

When the mechanic is triggered, the group first dips into being authors for a moment
as they suss out the position, the threats, and the details of the action. Then, author
mode switches off and everyone becomes the audience. What will happen next?
We hold our breath, lean forward in our seats, and let the dice fall.
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HOW TO CHOOSE AN ACTION

When an action roll is called for, the character is usually already in motion, doing
something in the fiction. This thing they’re doing will almost always determine which
action rating to roll. However, a player is free to revise their character’s action in order
to use a different rating, as long as the character performs the new action in the fiction.

For example, Nox wants to sneak into the secret meeting room of the Circle of
Flame. The GM asks her how she does that and Nox’s player says she’ll climb
the outside of the tower and slip in through a window. Climbing is a PROWL
action, so that’s what she’ll roll.

Nox’s player might change her mind and say, “Hmmm... I'm not very good at
Prowling. I want to climb in using Finesse, instead. It’s like I'm Finessing my
way in, right?” No. Nox can certainly try to FINESSE her way in—through
misdirection or subtle action—but Nox cannot “use FINESSE” to climb the
tower. The action of climbing is... well, climbing. Athletic moves like that are the
PRrROWL action. If Nox wants to FINESSE, instead, that’ fine, but that means
she is not climbing the tower.

Sometimes, several actions will reasonably apply to a situation. This is fine. The
player may choose the action they want to perform, and the GM sets the position
of the roll accordingly.

Arlyn is hanging from a rope in the darkness outside the quarters of Mylera
Klev, leader of the Red Sashes. As Mylera enters the room, Arlyn’s player says
she wants to shoot Mylera in the back. Which action should she roll? PROWL
covers an “‘ambush with close violence” and HUNT covers “shooting from a
distance”—they both seem to apply here. The GM says that HUNTING will be a
controlled roll (this is an ideal hunting shot, after all) and a PROWL attack will
be risky: to “ambush with close violence,” Arlyn will have to first swing through
the window and then follow up with a backstab, exposing her to more danger.

THE PURPOSE OF DANGERS & STRESS

Some GMs get frustrated when they feel like the enemy NPCs or threats “aren’t
doing anything” They inflict harm on the PCs, but then the PCs resist and reduce
or avoid the harm. This is by design! The PCs in the game start out as huge
underdogs. The stress system gives them a special ability to survive when they
otherwise wouldn't, so they have some hope of achieving their long-term goals.

The purpose of threatening harm is not always to inflict it, it’s to describe it. The
threats become manifest in the minds of everyone playing, even if they’re avoided.
“The ghost is entangled with your soul.”
“You hear the bone snap as you hit the cobblestones.”
“You can tell that she’ll never trust you again.”
The bad outcomes are spoken aloud. They hang there in the room as horrible
potential. They’re scary. Then the player gets to roll their resistance, look you in

the eye and say, “No. It's not that bad. I take the stress instead.” It’s empowering.
They look danger in the face and laugh. That’s the nature of a scoundrel.



Your job is describing the harmful outcomes with gusto, not inflicting them. The
purpose of the consequence and stress mechanics is to add interesting fictional
details to the game when it comes to harm and trouble. Instead of simply saying,
“You take 3 damage,” you describe how the blade catches under their armor and
digs a bloody furrow across their ribs. The harm becomes a vivid threat in our
imaginations. Once we know what it is, the player cares about resisting it, “Yeesh!
No, I'm gonna resist that” But the only way they can know whether it's worth it to
risk the stress cost is if you describe the potential harm. Each cycle of threat and
stress requires this input of new fiction. And that, after all, is what we’re here to do.

NPC THREAT LEVELS

The severity of the consequences that you describe (and the position for the
action roll) determines the threat level of the opposition. If they’re facing an NPC
that you've described as a standard thug, then the consequences will be things like
wrestling the PC to the ground, or punching them in the face, or maybe cracking
a rib with her blackjack if the thug has the upper hand.

If they’re facing an NPC that you've described as a master assassin, then the
consequence might be a lightning-fast move that puts a dagger in the PC’s heart.

Since NPCs don’t have stats and action ratings, it's by the severity of their
consequences and the position and effect of the PC’s action roll that their
capabilities are manifest in the game.

Also, a dangerous NPC can take the initiative. If the NPC is skilled, tell the
players what the NPC is about to accomplish, then ask them what they do.

“She corners you at the top of the stairs and tries to wrestle you into the
manacles. What do you do?”

The PC’s next move—and the action roll that results—will tell us how effective
the NPC’s maneuver was. Remember, an action roll usually serves double duty,
resolving both PC and NPC actions at the same time.

If the NPC is a master, tell the players what the NPC has already done, then
ask if they want to resist it.

“She’s just way too fast for you to deal with. Before you realize what's happening,
the manacles are on your wrists. Yeah? Or do you want to resist that?”

This is something that will grow and evolve over time as you play the game. Talk to
the group about it as you go. Do you want a more deadly, high-stakes, kind of game?
Then PCs and NPCs should threaten lethal harm all the time, and resistance rolls
should only reduce consequences. Do you want a more cinematic, adventurous
kind of game? Then describe dangers with less dire consequences. People are “left
for dead” Explosions make you look cool when you dive out of the way.

You don’t have to decide on one approach and stick to it. Be flexible and let it
change over time according to what the group is most excited about.
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THERE’S ALWAYS A CONSEQUENCE

Every time you roll the dice in Blades, the situation changes. There’s no such thing
as a “nothing happens” result from a roll. How does this work?

The “failure” results for action rolls (1-3) are not simply “misses.” The character’s
action has a tangible outcome. Something happens that changes the situation. On
a controlled failure, the character spots a flaw in their approach, and can decide to
withdraw or push their luck with a risky action. On a risky failure, the character
suffers a consequence that presents some kind of trouble. Things get worse. On
a desperate failure, the threat dominates and makes the situation much worse.

FAILING GRACEFULLY

The system of Blades in the Dark is designed to fail gracefully. If you just use the
core rolls and forget extra details or special cases, it'll be okay. The game will sail
along just fine. The game is better when you use all the details, but the whole
thing doesn’t come crashing down if you don’t.

If you want to ease into the mechanics, just start with risky action rolls and
standard effect (don't worry about factors).

When something bad happens to a PC and they want to resist it, explain resistance
rolls. When the group starts asking about teamwork and helping each other, bring
in the teamwork maneuvers. When they go up against high Tier or large-scale
opponents who are meant to be very dangerous, bring in effect factors. Don't
feel like you have to explain everything up front.

The same goes for the fiction. Don't feel like you have to get everything perfectly
right every time. If you say something and then realize later that it was wrong,
just revise it. No big deal.

“I told you that Trayga was seen at the docks, but that was all wrong. It was
supposed to be Arlo.”

“Oh! Well that changes things. Okay, got it”

If you're not sure what to do, keep it simple. Go with what’s obvious to you. Add
mechanics when you're comfortable. Forgive each other’s mistakes. Fly casual.

SETTING PRECEDENTS

What's true for the PCs is true for the NPCs, and vice versa. If you establish that
the Whisper PC is the only one who can talk to the ghost they summoned (due
to a special “summoning language” that binds them together), then that fact
becomes true for NPC-summoned ghosts, as well. If you establish that a skilled
NPC can instantly kill an unsuspecting victim, then the PCs can try it, too.

Each time you make a judgment call or establish new details about the game
world, they become available to everyone as a new tool in play. Precedents don't
have to be permanent—feel free to revise them as you go along. But when you
revise them, it still cuts both ways; for PCs and NPCs alike.



ABSTRACTION VS. DETAILS

Blades in the Dark usually depends on specific fictional details in order to work.
For example, it might be important to understand exactly how a spirit bottle is
constructed—because a character decides to suddenly smash one to surprise an
enemy who has them at gunpoint. It’s a small detail, but the description of the
bottle contributes directly to understanding which position to roll for the action,
the factors that go into effects, and the consequences at risk. Fleshing out the
little details of the world makes the game system function better.

There are other times when abstraction is preferable, though. For example, the
players wonder how the Circle of Flame has fared during the recent outbreak
of the Cold Slumber plague. Are they weak and vulnerable now? The GM could
create or try to remember all the details about the Circle of Flame that might
affect their situation during the outbreak, or she could simply use the abstraction
of the faction’s Tier rating to make a quick fortune roll and see how it went for
them. If no specific details have been established in play to indicate the Circle’s
resistance to an arcane sickness, then the abstraction of Tier covers it just fine.

A problem can arise when you try to use an abstraction when details are already
present. For example, we may know for a fact that the Circle was one of the groups
who created the plague, and they took special precautions against it (including
moving important assets and leadership out of the area). In this case, it might be
weird to simply use the abstract Tier rating of the faction for a fortune roll. We already
know specific details, so the catch-all of “Tier rating” isn’t very useful here. Perhaps
it's obvious that the Circle has fared very well, so the GM says so. Or perhaps there’s
still some risk, so the GM rolls 6d for “plague preparedness” rather than their Tier.

The same goes for the quality of items, assets, and defensive measures. Since
the Hive is Tier III, does that mean that every single lock on every single door
in every part of Hive turf is a “Tier III lock”? No. The Hive’s Tier rating is an
abstract indication of the quality of stuff they’re likely to have, usually. A lock on
a minor storeroom door is probably just a cheap lock. The lock to their secret
documents room is probably fine or even exceptional (making it even higher
quality than Tier IIT). When we think about the overall quality of the Hive, it’s
“Tier II1” That abstract Tier rating can be used for lots of things. But when there
are specific details in play, those details establish what’s actually true. They don’t
have to perfectly conform to the abstraction in every single case.

The abstracted parts of the game—Tier, COIN, stash, quality, engagement rolls—
are abstract so that the game play can focus on what’s most important: the
choices, actions, and consequences of the player characters. Action rolls are
where the meat of the game happens. Don't feel beholden to the abstractions
when you have specific fictional details to work with.

ACTIONS IN PLAY

On the following pages, the 12 actions are detailed and fleshed out with examples
of maneuvers and consequences.
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ATTUNE

When you ATTUNE, you open your
mind to the ghost field or channel nearby
electroplasmic energy through your
body. You might communicate with a
ghost or understand aspects of spectrology.
You could try to perceive beyond sight in
order to better understand your situation
(but Surveying might be better).

GM QUESTIONS

¢ How do you open your mind to the
ghost field? What does that look like?

¢ What energy are you attuning to? How
are you channeling that energy? What
do you hope the energy will do?

The “ghost field” is somewhat ambiguous,
by design. It’s the energy contained
within the lightning barrier of the city,
the echoes of events in the recent past,
and the medium in which spirits exist.
It’s a dangerous and strange element that
should never feel safe or tame. To Attune
is to connect to a crackling source of
power that can easily snap out of control.
Bring your ideas of strange arcane energy
into play and ask the other players what
they think about it, too.

When you Attune to the ghost field you
can see echoes of recent events or sense
things beyond sight (the Whisper’s fine
spirit mask allows them to see even more
detail). Surveying is usually the action
youd use to get a sense of a location or
to spot hidden things, but Attuning can
work—often with a worse position since
you're risking danger from the ghost field.

Any PC can Attune. It’s not a supernatural
gift. The ghost field is always there,
just at the edge of the mind, ready for
a connection. Whispers and other
occultists can Attune as the basis for
supernatural powers, such as TEMPEST
or Possess. Without the ghost field and
electroplasmic energy, these powers can't
manifest.

EXAMPLES

CONTROLLED
I ATTUNE to the ghost field to see if there
are any magical wards on the door.

4/5 Reduced Effect: You sense a buzzing
ward in the ghost field, but you can’t quite
tell how far it extends—to the windows
and roof, too? Maybe so.

4/5 Lesser Harm: There’s a sharp
electrical pop, and a spark burns across
your cheek. Level 1 harm, “Scorched”

Risky

I reach into the ghost field for the death
echoes of Trennet. He died on this very spot,
so I'll try to catch a vision of it.

4/5 Reduced Effect: You see the faint
glimmer of Trennet’s ghost echo,
thrashing on the floor with a large figure
atop him, bearing down as if choking
him. It sort of looks like Ulf Ironborn,
but you can't be sure.

4/5 Harm: Trennet’s death agony washes
over you. You see Ulf Ironborn’s face and
feel his vice-like grip on your throat,
crushing the life out of you. Take level 2
harm, “Choked”

DESPERATE

As the ghost tries to possess me, I smash
my hand through the glass over the electric
light. I'll ATTUNE the electricity through
myself to fry the ghost!

4/5 Serious Complication: The electrical
surges overload the spirit. As it’s driven
off, crackling bolts of energy lash out
from your hands and eyes, setting the
room ablaze.

1-3 Severe Harm: The ghost rides the
energy directly into your mind. You suffer
two types of harm: level 2 “Burned” from
the energy, and also level 3 “Possessed.”
Which would you like to resist first?



COMMAND

When you COMMAND, you compel
swift obedience. You might intimidate or
threaten to get what you want. You might
lead a gang in a group action. You could try
to order people around to persuade them
(but Consorting might be better).

GM QUESTIONS

¢ Who do you command? How do you
do it—what’s your leverage here?

¢ What do you hope they’ll do?

When you Command someone, you
don’t care about what they want. You
tell them what to do and expect them
to do it— out of fear, respect, or some
other motivating factor (this is your
leverage over them). Consorting can be
better if you're trying to get along with
someone and work together. When you
Command a friend or contact, they can
feel disrespected, so your position will
probably be worse.

Command is almost always the right
action for leading a cohort or sending an
NPC group to do something according to
your instructions. Handle it as a “group
action” teamwork maneuver with you
rolling Command and the cohort rolling
quality.

You might be able to Command another
PC. Ask the player if their character has
reason to follow your orders—fear, trust,
respect, etc. If they do, then your action
can force them to comply. If they don’t,
then your action can only disrupt them
somehow. You might frighten them with
intimidation (inflicting harm), cause
them to hesitate at a crucial moment,
make them look weak in front of others,
etc. Command isn’t mind-control but
it is an intense interaction. The other
player will judge if their character can
be ordered around or not.

EXAMPLES

CONTROLLED
“You’re on our turf, asshole. There are at
least four guns on you right now. Give me
the case and piss off”

4/5 Reduced Effect: He sets the case
down and takes a step back. “I'm
supposed to get coin for this,” he says.

1-3 Risky Opportunity: He snaps a small
lighter open and holds the flame near the
documents jutting from the valise. “Not
until I see some coin!” he says.

Risky

We've got each other by the collars, sort
of half-wrestling against the wall. I snarl,
“Just take your crew and walk away. One
death is enough for tonight.”

4/5 Harm: He twists an arm free and
belts you across the jaw, ringing your
ears. “Now it’s enough,” he says. “Let’s go,
boys.” Take level 2 harm, “Concussed.”

DESPERATE

“No, I don’t think so, Bazso. You'll pay six
coin, up front, or we go to the Sashes for
a better offer”

4/5 Serious Complication: You do it!
But Bazso looks you up and down with
a steely eye. “You've got fire, girl,” he says,
counting out six-coin worth of silver
slugs into a purse and tossing it to you.
Start a new clock—let’s call it “Bazso is
Fed Up with Your Shit” Four segments,
and, how about you fill three of those
in? You might become the next object
lesson for young punks who challenge
his dominance.

1-3 Serious Complication: You don’t
do it. Bazso glares at you. “You’ll do
it for three and say ‘Thank you Bazso
Baz, sir)” Start a new clock—let’s call it
“Bazso Makes an Example of You.” Four

segments, and fill three of those in.
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CONSORT

When you CONSORT, you socialize with
friends and contacts. You might gain
access to resources, information, people, or
places. You might make a good impression
or win someone over with your charm
and style. You might make new friends or
connect with your heritage or background.
You could try to direct your friends with
social pressure (but Commanding might
be better).

GM QUESTIONS

¢ Who do you consort with? Where do
you meet? What do you talk about?

¢ What do you hope to achieve?

When you Consort with someone, you
care about what the other person thinks
and feels and in turn they care about
what you want (at least a tiny bit). You're
being a charming, open, socially adroit
person. You can Consort with people you
already know, or try to “fit in” in a new
situation so you make a good impression.

To Consort, you need an environment
that isn’t totally hostile. You might
Consort with the chain gang when
you're thrown into Ironhook (a desperate
situation, to be sure) but it’s usually
hopeless to Consort with the assassin
sent to murder you. When you Consort
with people related to your background
or heritage, you can expect a better
position and/or increased effect.

You might be forced to Consort in an
unfamiliar situation in order to create
an opportunity for another action. For
instance, if you want to talk to Lord
Scurlock at a party, you'll have to at least
try to Consort with the other guests to
make your way his table. Commanding
or Swaying are options, sure, but expect
a rather sudden escalation of trouble if
things go badly.

EXAMPLES

CONTROLLED

Nyrix has been working the Gondoliers for
weeks now. I hope she has a good target
she can share with me.

4/5 Reduced Effect: She has someone in
mind, yeah. A real peach of a target. But
she doesn’t know where he lives. You’'ll
have to follow him home after his shift.

4/5 Risky Position: She actually lured
a target to the Red Lamp with her. She
plops down next to you with this thick-
necked Gondolier on her arm, already a
bit drunk. She seems to sort of recognize
you, or she’s working it out. Nyrix gives
you a look like, “Go ahead then!” and
closes the curtain to the booth so you all
have some privacy.

Risky

I pull out my bottle of fine whiskey and
give the room a broad smile. “Who wants
the good stuff¢” I hope I can keep them
occupied while Breen works on the safe.

4/5 Harm: You pull it off, but you have to
get wasted with them. Take level- 2 harm,
“Trashed” Your head is killing you and
the room is spinning.

DESPERATE

I know they’re, like, a “secret” society, but
can I sort of shmooze around the party
and figure out who's a member of the Circle
of Flame?

4/5 Serious Complication: You blend
in long enough to spot some subtle hand
gestures being used by a few guests.
You recognize Arter Clavish, a wealthy
nobleman, as one of them. Everything is
going great until you realize that all the
“normal” guests are gone, and the party
has quietly become a Circle of Flame
gathering. The time for introductions and
bona fides is coming up any moment now.
What do you do?



FINESSE

When you FINESSE, you employ dextrous
manipulation or subtle misdirection. You
might pick someone’s pocket. You might
handle the controls of a vehicle or direct
a mount. You might formally duel an
opponent with graceful fighting arts. You
could try to employ those arts in a chaotic
melee (but Skirmishing might be better).
You could try to pick a lock (but Tinkering
might be better).

GM QUESTIONS

¢ What do you finesse? What's graceful
or subtle about this?

¢ What do you hope to achieve?

When you employ Finesse, you're
graceful, stylish, and subtle. You might
think of it as the polar opposite of Wreck.
To use Finesse, youd prefer some time
and space to do things “just so” rather
than rushing into something and getting
sloppy. If you have to hurry up, or act on
someone else’s terms, Finesse becomes
challenging pretty quickly. It’s all well and
good to want to duel an opponent with
your fancy sword arts, but if they insist
on kicking the table over and throwing
fire bombs at you, you’ll have to get
desperate. Skirmishing is the best option
when the fight becomes a savage melee,
but one-on-one, in a fight that you’re
ready for, Finesse can be just as good.

In a way, the reverse is true for sleight-of-
hand and inconspicuous Finesse. Picking
a pocket or slipping away unnoticed is
less perilous when the situation is chaotic,
crowded, or otherwise distracting for the
target in question. (Contrast this with
Prowl, which is best done in darkness,
avoiding people.) When the Bluecoats
wrestle you to the ground to manacle
you, that’s a great opportunity to lift the
keys off one of them.

EXAMPLES

CONTROLLED

I shut down the engine and guide the ship
with residual momentum, slipping into the
waterway beneath the Academy.

4/5 Reduced Effect: As your lamp casts
its light ahead you see that the way is
not as clear as you hoped it would be.
Sections of the canal walls and ceiling
have fallen in. You’ll have to keep
maneuvering carefully to get all the way
to the landing further in. Start a clock:
“Navigate the Canal,” four segments, and
tick one. Do you press on?

1-3 Risky Position: You approach the
subterranean canal, and the water surges
as the sinuous body of a great sea eel
circles near the entrance, feeding on the
scraps of refuse that collect around the
entrance. You have a final moment to
adjust course and turn away—or else go
ahead with your maneuver from a risky
position. What do you do?

Risky

I embrace the magistrate warmly, “Lady
Dunvil, how charming to see you!” while I
slip the spirit lure into her pocket.

4/5 Complication: She doesn’t notice
you place the lure. During dinner, one
of the other guests—a striking and
gaunt woman in a crimson dress—stares
intently at Lady Dunvil’s side of the table.
After dinner, she moves to investigate the
strange disturbance she feels in the ghost
field. What do you do?

DESPERATE

As the thug rushes in to tackle me, I deftly
sidestep, draw my rapier, and cut their
hamstring to send them tumbling down
the staircase behind me.

4/5 Severe Harm: You do it, sidestepping
and slashing, but the thug’s momentum
is too great, and the collision sends you
both down the stairs. Suffer level 3 harm,
“Broken Collar Bone.”
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HUNT

When you HUNT, you carefully track
a target. You might follow a person or
discover their location. You might arrange
an ambush. You might attack with
precision shooting from a distance. You
could try to bring your guns to bear in a
melee (but Skirmishing might be better).

GM QUESTIONS

¢ How do you hunt them down? What
methods do you use?

¢ What do you hope to achieve?

When you Hunt a target, it’s all about
precise and skillful execution—your
talent brought to bear against the target,
your victim. Like Finesse, Hunting is
about performing on your own terms—
you stalk the target to their lair, you
select the ambush point, you line up the
target in your sights and take the shot.
Hunting is all about the maneuvers before
the fight. When you try to Hunt after
the chaos begins, you'll probably find
yourself in a desperate spot. Time and
distance are your allies. Contrast with
Skirmishing, which is desperate and least
effective when the enemy is far away and
disengaged.

There’s no “shooting” action in Blades, by
design. The action roll system is designed
for players to choose the action they
perform in any given situation, which
the GM then judges for position and
effectiveness. When the fight is on, do
you Hunt? (Or Skirmish, or Finesse, or
something else?) It’s up to the player to
decide their approach. Hunting is usually
the most effective action when taking an
aimed shot at a distance. But if you're in
the middle of a brawl and blast someone
with your pistol, Skirmish works, too.

The Hunt action is broader in scope than
mere marksmanship. It’s the ideal action
for tracking, stalking, and discovering
the location of anything or anyone.

EXAMPLES

CONTROLLED

I wait until Bazso passes in front of his
office window, then I hold my breath, and
squeeze the trigger.

4/5 Reduced Effect: The shot clips Bazso
along the side of his head, ripping open
his scalp. He crumples down out of sight,

seriously wounded at least. What do you
do?

4/5 Risky Position: You hit Bazso
through the neck, spraying blood
everywhere. (Let’s make a fortune roll
later to see if he’s too tough to die or
not, yeah?) Anyway, you hear shouts—
“The roof, over there!” and bullets start
cracking into the bricks all around you.
What do you do?

Risky

The Dimmer Sisters get their supply of
electroplasm somehow. I'm going to locate
the source and track how it’s delivered.

4/5 Complication: You track down the
source and delivery method (I'll explain
in a minute), but as you're headed back
to the lair, your breath comes out as fog
and you hear the wail of a ghost echoing
from the shadows: “Now now now, who's
this this this, hunting hunting hunting..”
Do you freeze up, try to escape, or resist
and do something else?

DESPERATE

Before the Bluecoat can get around the
corner, I want to set up an impromptu
ambush!

4/5 Reduced Effect: You find a blind
angle to attack from, but it's awkward and
cramped in the alley. Your blade strikes
sparks off a steam-pipe and then crashes
off the Bluecoat’s helmet. He grunts and
staggers for a moment, swatting back with
his truncheon and groping for his whistle.
What do you do?



PROWL

When you PROWL, you traverse skillfully
and quietly. You might sneak past a guard
or hide in the shadows. You might run and
leap across the rooftops. You might attack
someone from hiding with a back-stab or
blackjack. You could try to waylay a victim
in the midst of battle (but Skirmishing
might be better).

GM QUESTIONS

¢ How do you prowl? How do you use
the environment around you?

¢ What do you hope to achieve?

When you Prowl, you use the features
of your environment to move around
skillfully. The more conducive the
environment, the better your position.
Prowling is more than just “stealth”—
it’s all of the related physical skills of
movement as well as an instinctual
awareness of where to go and the
right timing to employ. You can think
of Prowling as general athletic ability
(running, climbing, jumping, swimming,
etc.) tuned for quiet, efficient movement.

You might use this movement to hide out
of sight and backstab an enemy. Waylaying
someone this way is similar to Hunting a
target from an ambush point—this is one
area where the actions overlap. Prowl is
often used as a setup action or to create
an opportunity (or both at once). You
might Prowl to a good hiding spot so you
can take your time Surveying a location
without being noticed.

When a Prowl roll goes badly, it doesn't
have to be “all or nothing” A common
mistake is to say that the character is
discovered as a consequence. Instead,
you can start a clock like “Discovered”
and tick a segment or two. Think of the
clock as “stealth harm levels” The PC can
take a few hits before they’re knocked out
of the hide-and-seek fight.

EXAMPLES

CONTROLLED
I slip up behind him and kosh him over
the head with my blackjack.

4/5 Reduced Effect: His knees buckle for
a moment, but he doesn’t go down. He
curses and staggers sideways and reaches
out to support himself against the wall.
What do you do?

4/5 Risky Position: You knock him out
and drag him out of sight under the
stairs. Another guard bursts into the
room holding a small keg under his arm.
“I got some!” he says. He peers around.
“Markus?” He’s blocking the only way out
of here. What do you do?

Risky

I dash across the courtyard, using the
petrified trees for cover, and climb the
drain pipe up to the second floor window.

4/5 Complication + Reduced Effect: You
make it halfway across, behind the second
tree here, when one of the guards says, “Hey,
did you hear that?” and then heads over to
check out the noise. Make a “Discovered”
clock, four segments, and tick two—these
guys are pretty sharp. What do you do?

DESPERATE

I back up to the balcony rail as they encircle
me. “It’s been fun, fellas..” I jump off and
throw my grappling hook, swinging to
safety.

4/5 Severe Harm: You jump and swing
but a few of them manage to rush forward
and fire. A bullet smashes into your
shoulder blade. Your hands go numb and
you land hard on the cobblestones in the
alleyway. Take level 3 harm, “Shot in the
Back” But hey... you escaped.

1-3 Severe Harm: Just not fast enough. You
get one foot up on the railing, and they all
open fire. Take level 4 harm as you're shot
to pieces.
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SKIRMISH

When you SKIRMISH, you entangle
a target in close combat so they can’t
easily escape. You might brawl or wrestle
with them. You might hack and slash. You
might seize or hold a position in battle.
You could try to fight in a formal duel (but
Finessing might be better).

GM QUESTIONS

¢ How do you skirmish with them?
What combat methods do you use?

¢ What do you hope to achieve?

When you Skirmish with someone, it’s
a fight. You're attacking and defending,
back and forth. You can Skirmish to start
a fight, to survive a fight, and to end a
fight—but it’s always a fight. If you step
up behind someone and stab them in the
spine, that's Prowling. If you tackle them to
the ground, wrestle them into submission,
and cut their throat, that's a Skirmish. If
you address them with a formal challenge
and step back into a dueling stance,
maybe you'll get to try out your Finesse.
(Ina duel, Skirmishing is often desperate.
In a brawl, Finesse is desperate.)

Generally, the consequences you suffer
in a Skirmish come from the enemy.
The more dangerous they are, the worse
your position—and the more dire those
consequences will be.

If you find yourself in a skirmish and you
want to do something besides fighting,
you might face a consequence first—
which you can accept or resist (or maybe
get a teammate to face for you). Just
because you really want to Sway someone
doesn’t mean they stop punching you so
you can talk to them. Another approach
is to Skirmish (or Prowl) to win free of
the melee (rather than inflict harm) then
perform your other action after that.

If you fight alongside your cohorts in
battle, you Skirmish. If you direct them
but youre not engaged yourself, you
Command them.

EXAMPLES

CONTROLLED

Now that I have him pinned down on the
ground, I grapple around to his back and
choke him out. I want to get some answers
from this asshole later.

1-3 Withdraw: GM: “As you wrestle with
him, he suddenly gets his knife free and
starts stabbing wildly. Want to keep going
with a risky action?”

Player: “No, I'll withdraw and try a
different way. I break free as he starts to
stab, stand over him and blast him with
my pistol. That's still controlled, yeah?”

GM: “Yeah, but it’s a different way, right?
You'll Hunt instead of Skirmish now”

Player: “Ah, okay, gotcha. That’s fine”

Risky

When he stabs at me, I parry his knife arm
to the inside with my off hand, pass to his
right side and attack him with an icepick
stab to the neck.

4/5 Reduced Effect: He adjusts as you
move in, grappling you close, but he loses
his balance and you trip him backwards
into a nasty throw, knocking the wind
out of him as you pin him down. What
do you do?

DESPERATE

He may have ambushed me, but I'm still
gonna fight back! Also I'm gonna grab that
icepick off the bar to use as an impromptu
weapon. Screw this guy.

4/5 Suffer Harm: You avoid his sudden
stab to your throat, but catch a nasty cut
along your arm as you defend yourself.
Take level 2 harm, “Knife Cut to Arm.”
And you do manage to grab the icepick!
What do you do?



STUDY

When you STUDY, you scrutinize details
and interpret evidence. You might gather
information from documents, newspapers,
and books. You might do research on an
esoteric topic. You might closely analyze a
person to detect lies or true feelings. You
could try to examine events to understand
a pressing situation (but Surveying might
be better).

GM QUESTIONS

¢ What do you study? What details or
evidence do you scrutinize?

¢ What do you hope to understand?

When you Study, you concentrate on
small details—expressions, tone of voice,
innuendo, tiny clues—to find what’s
hidden, determine facts, corroborate
evidence, and guide your decisions.

Studying is often used to “read a
person”—this is a gather information
roll to judge whether or not they’re
lying, what they really want, what
their intentions are, etc. (See the list of
questions you might ask on the bottom
of your character sheet.) When you Study
someone in this way, you can ask the GM
questions while you interact with them
if you want, so you might wait until they
say something fishy, and then ask the GM
“Are they telling the truth?”

If you want to get a feel for the current
situation or scout out a location, that’s
Surveying. A survey glosses over details
in favor of big-picture stuff. Study does
the opposite—it’s about precise facts and
details. Are they lying about that? Is the
safe hidden behind a wall in this room?

Studying is also the action for research
of all kinds (often a long-term project).
Want to find out which noble has the best
art collection with the worst security?
Want to know how many rioting
prisoners it would take to overwhelm
the guards at Ironhook? Virtually any
fact can be discovered through Study.

EXAMPLES

CONTROLLED
I go over every inch of this place, looking
for the secret entrance.

4/5 Reduced Effect: After afew moments,
you find a hairline seam around what
must be the door. You can't tell how to
open it, though. Want to keep Studying
and figure it out, or do something else?

4/5 Minor Complication: You hear the
sound of heavy boots in the hallway as one
of the house staff goes about their duties.
Mark one tick on the “Discovered” clock.
You find the door and mechanism, opening
it with a deft flick of a hidden switch.

Risky

While Arcy and Bazso talk, I Study Bazso
for any signs of deception, especially when
we talk about forming an alliance with the
Lampblacks.

4/5 Complication: You can tell that he’s
telling the truth, but he notices your
scrutiny and gives you a close look, as
well. Start a new clock: “Bazso Figures Out
Our Plans,” six segments, and tick two.

4/5 Desperate Position: You get a solid
read on Bazso—he’s telling the truth—
but after the meeting, his second-in-
command, Pickett, corners you and gets
in your face. “What are you doin, giving
everyone the stink eye, eh? Gettin’ any
funny ideas?” What do you do?

DESPERATE

As the demon lunges for Arlyn, I start
grabbing books and journals off the shelves.
There must be one that details the Count’s
investigations into this devil!

4/5 Severe Harm + Reduced Effect: You
find the correct volume, but as you begin
to open it, the demon suddenly roars,
changes direction, and swats you across
the room. The book lands a few feet away.
The rune on its cover glows faintly. Your
ribs are broken (level 3 harm). What do
you do?
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SURVEY

When you SURVEY, you observe the
situation and anticipate outcomes. You
might spot telltale signs of trouble before it
happens. You might uncover opportunities
or weaknesses. You might detect a person’s
motivations or intentions (but Studying
might be better). You could try to spot a good
ambush point (but Hunting might be better).

GM QUESTIONS

¢ How do you survey the situation? Is
there anything special you're looking
out for?

¢ What do you hope to understand?

When you Survey, you get a better
understanding of what’s going on
around you. You observe a location or
circumstance and its features: entrances
and exits, strong points and weak points,
what’s normal and what’s unusual there,
whats likely to happen next, etc. A good
Survey will keep you from being surprised
and helps you make better decisions
about how to approach a problem.

Surveying is often used to “read a
situation”—this is a gather information
roll to judge opportunities and dangers
(see a sample list of questions you might
ask on the bottom of your character sheet).
When you Survey the scene, you might
ask the GM questions before anything
happens, so you can spot opportunities for
action. If youre suspicious of the meeting
with the Lampblacks, for example, you
might ask, “What’s really going on here?”
to get a clear read on the situation.

To Survey, you usually need access to good
vantage points. If you want to Survey the
Billhooks’ HQ for a good assault point,
for example, you'll need to walk around
and give it a good look, maybe watch the
gang members coming and going, notice
their security measures, etc. You might
use Prowl or Consort to set up a Survey
action, so you can observe things with
greater effect or from a safer position.

EXAMPLES

CONTROLLED

I nestle into my hiding spot and watch the
Hive HQ. I want to know who comes and
goes, and how they get in and out.

4/5 Reduced Effect: You get a good feel
for the various entrances and their security
measures, but it looks like there’s some
kind of entrance challenge that people are
subject to. Are they saying a code-phrase,
or showing a pass or something? You can't
quite tell.

Risky

Okay, so, they’re chasing me along the
rooftops, right? There must be a good
spot where I can dive into a canal and
disappear. I want to do a setup roll for my
Prowl action next.

4/5 Reduced Effect: “Hmm, reduced
effect doesn’t make sense for a setup roll,
really. Let’s pick a different consequence.”

4/5 Desperate Position: “Yeah, this
doesn't fit either. 'm setting myself up
for a better position, so..”

4/5 Complication: “This is good. How
about I take +2 HEAT during the chase?
Everyone sees me leading the stupid
Blues on a merry chase”

DESPERATE
They’re attacking us? No no no... I want

a flashback to a few seconds ago to get a
bad feeling about this before it kicks off.

4/5 Reduced Effect: You sense the
ambush, but it's down to seconds before
everything happens. You can take one
half-measure first. Do you drop to the
ground for cover, push someone else
down, something like that?

1-3 Severe Harm: You're fixated on
one of the enemies, certain that they’re
gonna do something bad, and you get
blindsided by someone else. Take level 3
harm, “Stabbed in the Back.”



SWAY

When you SwAY, you influence someone
with guile, charm, or argument. You might
lie convincingly. You might persuade someone
to do what you want. You might argue a case
that leaves no clear rebuttal. You could try to
trick people into affection or obedience (but
Consorting or Commanding might be better).

GM QUESTIONS

¢ Who do you sway? What kind of
leverage do you have here?

¢ What do you hope they’ll do?

When you Sway someone, you don’t care
about what they think or feel. You're
manipulating them—either with charm,
lies, or well-reasoned arguments that
they can’t easily dismiss. You're trying to
get them to do what you want, not what
they want or need. You can Sway a friend
or contact—they’re probably vulnerable
to you—but the risks are higher if they
figure out what you're doing to themy; it’s
probably a desperate thing to try.

Swaying someone isn't mind-control. You
need some kind of leverage to make it
work. It might be the leverage of being
a very charming or desirable person
that the target wants to please. It might
be the leverage of having good reasons,
evidence, and/or moving rhetoric that all
seems so convincing they’re inclined to
agree with you. Leverage is situational:
what works with one target may not
work with another. If you have leverage,
you can try to Sway them. Without it,
you can fall back on fear or intimidation
(Commanding them) or even simple
physical force to get your way.

You might be able to Sway another PC.
Ask the player if you have any leverage
over their character. If you do, then your
action can force them to see it your way.
If you don't, then your action can only
disrupt them somehow—an intense
distraction, but not a convincing one.

EXAMPLES

CONTROLLED

Maybe he doesn’t want anything to do with
the Grinders, but we both know that he
owes me. I lay it out in black and white.
It’s time to make good.

4/5 Minor Complication: “Yeah, yeah,
okay, you made your point. But look...
you have to promise that no one will
know I helped you, okay?”

1-3 Risky Position: He shakes his head
the whole time you're talking, making a
face. “You're right,  know! But I can’t do
anything! You have to tell Vale to let me
back into her crew. Then I'll be safe, and
I can do this for you”

Risky

Listen, Vale... I respect you. I'm not trying
to run your crew. But you need a tinkerer,
and Holtz wants back in. It’s good for both

of you.

4/5 Reduced Effect: “Fine, but he’s on
probation. If I catch him on the spark
even once, he’s out on his ass again.”

4/5 Complication: “You just want Holtz
to help you with that Grinder thing, don’t
you? Okay, fine... but I get a piece of the
action”

1-3 Complication: “You come into my
place and tell me my business? Over
that slaggin’ spark-head? Get out of
here” She’s pretty pissed. Start a 4-clock,
“Lose Status with Fog Hounds,” and tick
it twice.

DESPERATE

I swear, I had nothing to do with it. I've
never even been on a train! Been in the
Dusk my whole life. Never left.

1-3 Serious Complication: “Yeah,
yeah. Sure you haven't. We'll just let the
magistrate decide, won't we? Take her
away.
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TINKER

When you TINKER, you fiddle with devices
and mechanisms. You might create a new
gadget or alter an existing item. You might
pick alock or crack a safe. You might disable
an alarm or trap. You might turn the spark-
craft and electroplasmic devices around the
city to your advantage. You could try to use
your technical expertise to control a vehicle
(but Finessing might be better).

GM QUESTIONS
¢ What do you tinker with?
¢ What do you hope to accomplish?

When you Tinker, you take stuff apart,
put things back together, bend, solder,
twist, and modify. Tinkering covers a
fairly broad range of activities, having to
do with mechanisms and engineering as
well as chemistry and biological sciences.
The adept tinkerer knows how things
work—all sorts of things.

Tinkering is most often used during
a long-term project in downtime. It’s
one of the most versatile downtime
actions, in fact (along with Studying). If
you’re willing to acquire the necessary
components and take the time, wondrous
things can be Tinkered into existence.

Tinkering can be useful in the moment,
too. Duskwall is covered in strange
technological components of all sorts,
from spark-craft doors, locks, and
elevators, to electroplasmic conduits,
wires, and lights. You can Tinker with
stuff on the fly to create a booby-trap or
disable a security measure. Tinkering in
this way can be a great setup action for
Wrecking something later.

You can Tinker with a device in order to
break it, which is similar to Wrecking it.
Usually, breaking a device by Tinkering
is slower, more precise, and less apparent
than when you Wreck it. You might
Tinker with a door mechanism so it jams
after the third use. If you Wreck it, it just
breaks into pieces and that’s it.

EXAMPLES

CONTROLLED

Okay, I just need to set up the receptor rods
properly and we can pass safely through
the lightning barrier without a scratch.

1-3 Withdraw or Risk: As you contact
the barrier, the receptor rods spark like
crazy and start to glow white hot at the
tips. Maybe the alignment is wrong? Do
you want to back off and try another way
through, or try to tweak the alignment
before they melt?

Ri1skY

Nothing to worry about! I'll just align the
rods within the lightning field before they
melt.

4/5 Complication + Desperate Position:
One of the rods melts, bends, and
disintegrates in a shower of electroplasm.
The others survive long enough for you to
get through the barrier, but they’re going
to melt away like the first one unless you
do something about it. They’re your only
way back through...

DESPERATE

I can fix this! I grab a coil of cable from
my tool bag and use it to ground the rods
and bleed off the excess energy.

4/5 Severe Harm: You do it, but... a
huge surge of electroplasmic energy arcs
around the device, electrocuting you and
tossing your body through the air. Take
level 3 harm, “Electrocuted”

1-3 Serious Complication + Lost
Opportunity: You try to connect the
cables, but it’s just too much energy too
quickly. Things get out of hand—the
rods, your cables, and the rest of your
tool kit disintegrate in a flash of lightning
and sparking vapor.



WRECK

When you WRECK, you unleash savage
force. You might smash down a door
or wall with a sledgehammer, or use an
explosive to do the same. You might employ
chaos or sabotage to create a distraction
or overcome an obstacle. You could try to
overwhelm an enemy with sheer force in
battle (but Skirmishing might be better).

GM QUESTIONS

¢ What do you wreck? What force do
you bring to bear?

¢ What do you hope to accomplish?

When you Wreck something, you ruin
its functions so it can’t be easily fixed
and you create chaos in some way—loud
noises, flying debris, fires, flooding, etc.
Wrecking is as good for distractions and
mayhem as it is for destroying things.

Scale is often a very important effect
factor for Wrecking. If you want to
destroy a steamboat, for example, you
need tools or a team that are high enough
scale to have an effect on the vessel.
You might get a gang of workers to go
aboard and knock holes in the lower
hull, for instance. Or you might need to
exploit a weakness to gain potency to
offset the scale factor. A wooden ship is
vulnerable to fire, for example, so a few
fire-oil bombs will do the job that took
10 people with demolition tools.

There’s some overlap between Wrecking
something and Tinkering with it so it no
longer functions. In general, Wrecking
is faster and more thorough. You smash
the thing, it’s totally smashed. Tinkering
is precise, allowing very specific results
(like a clock that chimes at the wrong
time) but it generally takes more time
and is easier to fix. Also, Wrecking applies
to pretty much anything: doors, walls,
floors, whatever. Tinkering is limited to
devices and chemicals and stuff like that.

EXAMPLES

CONTROLLED
I plant the bombs set the timers, move off
to a safe distance, and... boom.

4/5 Risky Position: On your way out,
two of the cult acolytes stop to converse
near your planned exit door. The timers
are ticking down. What do you do?

1-3 Withdraw or Risk: As you begin to
plant the first charges, you can’t quite
discern how best to place them to level
the building. You know that a cultist
could come down here for supplies at
any moment... do you want to take that
risk and try to plant them properly, or
withdraw and try a different way to
destroy this place?

Risky

I push past Fox and heft my crowbar.
“Allow me to sweet-talk that lock, friend.”
I dig in and pry the thing off its hinges.
4/5 Complication: Well, sure... you can
pry the door open—but it’s not as quiet
as picking the lock would have been!
Somewhere upstairs, a chair scrapes back
and you hear footsteps. Tick two more on
the “Alert” clock for the guards. Oh did
that fill the clock? Heh. You hear a shout
and more footsteps running down the
stairs toward the door.

DESPERATE

So, he comes at me with a sword? Pfff. I
have a sledgehammer. I force him away
with a backswing, then smash him through
the window with a blow to the chest.

4/5 Severe Harm: He dodges around
your backswing and his sword flashes
out, piercing your upper thigh.
Sledgehammers aren't great for defense,
really. Take level 3 harm, “Vicious Leg
Wound.” But he’s not ready for your
sudden return swing and the hammer
smashes him backwards and through
the window.
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PLAYERS’ BEST PRACTICES

EMBRACE THE SCOUNDREL’S LIFE

The scoundrel’s lot is a tough one, to be sure. The world in which they are trapped
is deeply, cruelly unfair—created by the powerful to maintain their power and
punish anyone who dares to resist. Some of the systems of the game are built to
bring these injustices into play. No matter how cool or how capable the PCs are,
the HEAT will pile on, entanglements will blindside them, the powers-that-be
will try to kick them down with no regard.

Depending on who you are in real life, this predicament may come as a shock
to you, requiring some new understanding on your part. Or it may be all too
familiar. Either way, your character is not you. Their fate is their own. We’re the
advocates and fans of our characters, but they are not us. We don’t safeguard
them as we might safeguard ourselves or our loved ones. They must go off into
their dark and brutal world and strive and suffer for what they achieve—we can't
keep them safe here with us. They’re brave to try. We're brave to follow their story
and not flinch away. When they get knocked down, we look them in the eye
and say, “You’re not done yet. You can do this. Get back in there” And, unlike
in our own world, our characters in Blades in the Dark cannot be defeated by
mere power. They can be hurt—and they surely will be—but their resistance is
always effective. The tools of oppression ultimately break against their defiance.

If we're willing to step back a bit, to not suffer their trials as personal failures, to
imagine them as perseverant when we ourselves might quail, we might get to see them
win past pain and despair into something else. It’s a long shot, but they’re up for it.

GO INTO DANGER, FALL IN LOVE WITH TROUBLE

You're a daring scoundrel on the mean streets of a haunted city. You're not a
risk-averse, ordinary citizen. If you were, youd indenture yourself to a work-
house and scrape out a meager living inside the status quo. You are daring, bold,
ambitious, and ready to take big chances to live a bigger life.

Don’t shoot down risky ideas. If something sounds fun and dangerous, well,
that’s great! The game system is designed to make risky actions very achievable
for the PCs. Objections like “they might catch you,” or “you could mess it up”
are meaningless. There will always be risk in everything you do.

You're scoundrels at the bottom of the pile, daring to challenge the powers-that-
be. Embrace this idea! Aim the action of the game toward what’s cool and fun and
don’t feel like you have to manage every little risk. There will always be trouble and
consequences of some kind. You'll drive yourself batty if you try to avoid it all.



Consequences aren’t failures. Most actions will result in consequences—harm,
stress, HEAT, new enemies, etc. But, in turn, most actions will succeed. Even with
just two dice, you have a 75% chance of success. Success with complications,
sure, but success nonetheless.

This means that you can take risks to achieve your character’s goals—goals that
a person with your character’s lot in life would otherwise never achieve—you’ll
just have to suffer the consequences to get there. Is it painful for your character?
Sure. Pursuing their goals will grind them down and hurt them in many different
ways. But it doesn’t have to be painful for you! Consequences drive the action
of the game. Consequences give you more chances to do cool scoundrel-y
things—which is the whole point of playing the game!

Don't let consequences frustrate you. Enjoy the rare 6 that lets you do it scot-
free, but also learn to love those 4s and s5s. That’s the core of the scoundrel life.

DON'T BE A WEASEL

As a player, you have the privilege of choosing which action to roll. But with this
privilege comes a responsibility—choose the action that matches what your
character is doing—not simply the dice pool you would like to roll.

For example, when you roll TINKER, it's because you tinker with something.
When you roll Sway, it’s because you sway someone’s opinion. If your crafty Leech
shows off a cool gadget they made in order to sway a potential client, then the
Leech is SWAYING them. They’re not “using TINKER” to impress the person.
That’s not how actions work.

Of course, you can do a setup action with TINKER to build a gadget that might
impress someone so they’re more easily swayed (thereby increasing the effect
or position of a follow-up action). But when you actually go to sway them, you
roll your SWAY dice. That's why they’re called actions, not skills. They’re about
what you’re doing, not what you know.

If you're the type of player that really needs to use their best dice pool all the
time, take the Slide’s special ability ROOK’s GAMBIT. It will cost you stress—but
at least you won't be a weasel.

TAKE RESPONSIBILITY

You are a co-author of the game. If you want shortcomings and flaws to be part
of the ongoing story, show your own character’s failure to make good decisions.
If you want the world of Doskvol to be deadly, accept deadly harm when it’s time
for your character to die.

In Blades, every participant is responsible for the tone, style, and themes of the
game—not just the GM. As a player, you have an expressive role to play at the
table, not just a tactical one. Think about what you have to say as a co-author of
the ongoing fiction and then use your character to say it.
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USE YOUR STRESS

The ability to take stress is what separates your scoundrel from all the other
people in the Dusk. Stress represents a pool of potential that can make you and
your crew much more effective if you're willing to use it.

Take 2 stress to push yourself and get an assist from a teammate (they take 1
stress) and your odds of success greatly increase. The game is balanced so things
are pretty tough for characters by default—that’s the nature of Doskvol, after all.
But by burning your stress, you can “break the rules” and perform beyond what
you normally could achieve. If you hoard your stress, you might find that things
are very tough for you.

DON'T TALK YOURSELF OUT OF FUN

When it’s time to choose a type of plan, pick the one that sounds fun to you.
Sure, your characters might try to play it smart and come up with a “good” idea
and everything, but don't forget that you're playing this game so you can have
exciting scenes of underworld action that appeal to you. Advocate for the plan
type that will be most interesting and exciting—not always the one that seems
like the clever thing to do. Your characters are daring, right? You can be, too. Go
with what sounds like fun. The game will take care of the rest.

BUILD YOUR CHARACTER THROUGH PLAY

In Blades, your character begins as a simple sketch. You only have a few sparse
details. You're a scoundrel! Maybe you used to be a noble or a laborer. You're from
Iruvia. You tend to SKIRMISH and COMMAND people to get what you want. That’s
about it. We don’t know—and we don't yet need to know—who you “really” are.

In Blades, “character creation” lasts for the whole series of play. Your character’s
beliefs, drives, ambitions, and persona will emerge over time. We play to find
out who you are at first, then who you become, and how you change (or don't),
and it will come out of the process of play—the choices you make, the lines you
cross, the things you're willing to sacrifice, when you give up, and when you don’t.

If you've played other RPGs with persona or drama mechanics—you’ll find them
missing here. In this game, you don't first create your character as a fully realized
fictional protagonist and then play that person. Instead, you start with a vague
sketch and then create the character over time, on screen, as the game develops.

You're not beholden to initial choices for “who you really are” as a concept. You
are what you become over the course of play.



ACT NOW, PLAN LATER

In roleplay gaming, spending a bunch of time planning can be really boring and
pointless. You have a long talk about a dozen “what if” scenarios that never come
to pass in play. All the points and counter-points about hypothetical situations
turn out to be wasted time. Instead, move on to the action—and then “plan”
using flashbacks or downtime actions instead.

Plan with a flashback when the engagement roll goes wrong. You're about to
break into the museum of antiquities but the engagement roll comes up 2—
your crew is suddenly accosted by the patrol of moonlighting Bluecoats who
are working as security. Oh no! We should have planned for this! Nah, just call
for a flashback.

“Let’s have a flashback to the night before for a setup maneuver. We see Silver
Consorting with our Bluecoat contact, Laroze. Maybe she was able to get some
dirt on the local Bluecoat officers that she can use for leverage now—for better
effect if we Sway him to look the other way...”

See how this is a much more badass form of planning? You could have discussed
the merits of CONSORTING with Laroze ahead of time, just in case, in an endless
debate of risk and reward. Or, you can wait to see the trouble you’re in, then
flashback to a preparation that exactly applies to the situation at hand—making
your character look terribly clever and cool. Much better, yeah? One of the reasons
why the PCs have all those stress boxes is so you can do sly retro-planning
maneuvers like this. Sure, this business with Laroze is a little far-fetched, but
that’s okay. That’s what the stress cost is for. Pay the stress for the flashback and
you have a perfect plan ready to go.

Your flashback doesn’t undo the result of the engagement roll—it isn’t time travel.
Instead, you attempt to address the current bad outcome by making a roll as
normal, except in this case the action takes place in the past. The bad engagement
roll still matters—you’re in a bad spot—but by using a flashback for your action
you can show how your earlier planning helps you deal with it now.

As long as you have stress to burn and a fun idea for a flashback, you can deflect
or block some of the trouble from bad engagements after you see what they are,
rather than trying to anticipate everything beforehand.

You can also plan by working on a project in downtime. The engagement roll
partly depends on how vulnerable the target is. So, during downtime you can
propose a long-term project like this: “I want to work on making the Red Sashes
vulnerable to an assault” The GM will ask you how you want to work on that,
and you’ll make a roll, and when the clock is finished, whaddya know? The Red
Sashes are now more vulnerable to an assault, and your engagement roll will have
more dice. Since this preparation happens during downtime, you don’t need to
debate its merits as a “plan” with the whole group. It’s simply something your
character spends some of their time on, and it benefits everyone, so there’s no
debate needed. And, if you can knock out the project in one downtime phase,
even better! The Red Sashes will be vulnerable right away.
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THE SCORE GAME AND THE CREW GAME
by Duamn Figueroa

After playing Blades in the Dark for a
while, I noticed that we were playing
two interconnected but different games.
Every score has its own set of priorities,
challenges and rewards. Action rolls,
consequences, teamwork rules, etc. This
is the score game, an inside perspective
of the adrenaline fueled lives of a
scoundrel. Stuff blows up, blood is
drawn, and characters try to dodge the
bullets—come up victorious or empty

handed.

But then there’s the crew game. Payoff,
heat, entanglements, downtime and,
especially, the Tier and faction status
rules. This is when you zoom out and
get to play a bigger game. The beginning
crew is a low-level character struggling
to reach true “movers and shakers”
status. The players speculate who
they’re going to help and who they're
going to screw, deal with the fallout, get
contacts, get intel, move the gears inside
the Duskwall clock.

And here’s where it gets interesting:
both games form a virtuous circle.

Let’s start from the beginning: we three
scoundrels get together to survive in the
streets of Duskwall through the shadowy
arts of the underworld. We acquire
contacts, get a lair, and are approached
by another gang: they run the district,
they are cool, they are powerful and
above all, they are not starving. We want
that, we will get there someday.

But there are bills to pay, so we plan a
score. Things get rough, there are some
entanglements as fallout, but we get
some decent coin out of it. Not enough
to rule, but enough to keep going.

Things move around us, maybe there’s a
war in the district, people start asking us
for favors, we form more contacts and
hell, maybe we could get somewhere
with this. We can work with this other
gang boss, he says we have a future. Or
maybe we backstab him for a reward
from his enemies.

So we play the score game, things
happen, people are killed, favors are
earned and paid, ghosts haunt us, coin
is spent. But we're not isolated loners,
we make enemies and allies, we have
stuff to take care of, we have a goal.
We're also playing the crew game.

The cycle is: we start a score, the score
introduces new elements in the fiction,
those elements affect other factions,
those factions react, we try to make the
most of those reactions and climb the
Tier ladder. This affects other factions,
we have to deal with it so we make
another score... and on it goes.

Why is this awesome? Because the game
ensures that player actions matter. They
affect the game setting directly and
deeply. By zooming in and out in scope
we as a gaming group create a rolling
snowball of adventures that changes us
and changes the world.



CHAPTER 7

RUNNING
THE GAME

If you've run other roleplaying games before, you might find that running this
game is a bit different—mainly in the distribution of authority in the game, in
the way players have a lot of say over how the rules are applied, especially.

This chapter breaks the GM job down into several key areas to help demystify
it a bit. First, we'll cover Goals, then Actions, Principles, Best Practices, and
Bad Habits to avoid.

GM GOALS

When you run the game, try to accomplish these goals:

¢ Play to find out what happens. Don’t steer the game toward certain outcomes
or events. Be curious!

¢ Convey the fictional world honestly. When it’s time to say what happens, or
what’s in the world around the PCs, “look around” the vision of Duskwall in
your head and say what you see. Don’t play favorites. Make the world seem
real, not contrived.

¢ Bring Doskvol to life. Give each location a specific aspect (crowded, cold, wet,
dim, etc.). Give each important NPC a name, detail and a preferred method of
problem solving (threats, bargaining, violence, charm, etc.). Give each action
context—the knife fight is on rickety wooden stairs; the informant huddles
among the wreckage of the statue of the Weeping Lady; the Lampblacks’ lair
stinks of coal dust.

To achieve your goals, use GM Actions guided by your GM Principles (detailed
on the following pages).
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GM ACTIONS

The player characters have sixteen actions they use to get
things done in the game. You have actions, too. When it’s
your turn to contribute, and you're not sure what to do,
look at your list of actions and pick one.

ASK QUESTIONS

First and foremost, ask questions. You can get along very
well as a GM by simply asking questions, building on the
answers, asking more questions, answering them with dice
rolls, and so on. Asking questions is the heart and soul of
running a roleplaying game.

¢ Ask establishing questions to set the stage for the action.
Who's leading the group? Is everyone rushing in to fight
with Arcy, or is someone hanging back or doing something
else? Do you want to focus on Bazso and win him over, or
are you addressing the room at large to make your point?

# Ask provocative questions to make the players think
and express their characters. What kind of person does he
think you are now? Are you going to just let her get away
with that? Can you bring yourself to hurt him?

¢ Ask leading questions to show the players what you're
thinking. Do you think she’s the type of person who will
respond well to threats? Does anyone want to Survey the
room or Study Lyssa? When you do that, the whole thing
is gonna catch fire, though, right?

Ask questions

Provide
opportunities
& follow the
player’s lead

Cut to the action

Telegraph
trouble before it
strikes

Follow through

Initiate action
with an NPC

Tell them the
consequences
and ask

Tick a clock

Offer a Devil’s
Bargain

Think off-screen

¢ Ask trivial questions when the mood strikes you and you're curious. Where
do you usually go for dinner? Do you have any little curios or personal items
here in the lair?

¢ Ask the players for help when you’re uncertain or stuck. You don’t have to do
it alone. I don’t know... should this be desperate or risky? What's a good Devil’s
Bargain here? Seems like fatal harm, I think, but maybe not? What do you think?

PROVIDE OPPORTUNITIES, FOLLOW THEIR LEAD
GM, it’s your job is to provide opportunities but also to follow the player’s lead.

Providing opportunities is easy: Duskwall is a setting specifically designed with
the scoundrel in mind. As the GM, you’ll step in and describe an opportunity
when the PCs look for one, rolling or picking from the opportunity tables as
you please, adding your unique ideas about the city and its factions, guided by
your goals and principles.



Opportunities need not be balanced or consistent. Sometimes they’ll be exquisite—a
clear exploit, an ideal target, a fat payday. Sometimes they’ll be poor—a perilous
opening, a troublesome target, a thin margin for profit. But there’s always something
to be found. The setting of Doskvol is designed the way it is so that the next chance
for a score easily flows from the fiction. Look around at the factions and NPCs
that interest you. Who's vulnerable? Who needs something done? What part of
the setting are you curious to see in play? It's sure to have opportunities for crime.

Between scores, the PCs are free to gather information to set up the next
operation. If the players don't have their own idea for a job, this is the perfect
chance to look for a new opportunity. Ask them if theyd like to perform a group
action to discover something, and how their crew goes about that kind of thing.
Do they CoMMAND people to spill useful secrets? Do they CONSORT with their
network of friends and contacts? Do they STUDY the newspapers and other
documents, looking for weaknesses to exploit? Do they HUNT for victims across
the district? A “legwork montage” may follow their rolls, allowing you as the GM
to convey the details of the opportunity through brief moments of action and
snippets of dialogue from NPCs.

When you present an opportunity, it should include the components necessary
for the players to understand how they might mount a score. It may not be ideal,
but it should actually be an opportunity; not a vague and indistinct notion. The
PCs should understand that “The Dimmer Sisters have lost their turf and now only
their mysterious (and haunted) townhouse lair remains. Their enemies are closing in
to finish them off”” It’s not sufficient to say, “You hear that there’s something going
on with the Dimmer Sisters” Depending on the outcome of the investigation (or
the strength of their informant’s or contact’s connection to the opportunity), you
can provide even more details and hooks for the action to come. “The Crows are
closing in, poised to finish the Sisters off. You know how Lyssa is! The Sisters could
use your help... or maybe betraying them to the Crows is the more profitable move.”

An opportunity consists of:
* A target. The Ministry of Preservation.
# A location. One of their contraband storage warehouses near Gaddoc Station.

* A situation. A spirit essence smuggling ring was busted by the Wardens at
Gaddoc Station just yesterday.

@ One obvious vector for a plan. Laroze can get hired to moonlight as security.
He'll let you in the back door—for a cut of the profits.

Better information from contacts or investigation (or other means) may include:

¢ Connected factions and what they need or want. Those essences were paid for
by the Hive. They want what’s theirs.

¢ A not-so-obvious vector for a plan. Spirit essences can be compelled through
the ghost field... in theory.

¢ Interesting secrets, a link to an alternate opportunity. The Wardens are likely to
secure any captured essences with arcane protections. The Reconciled abhor the
essence trade and may be a possible ally or enemy, depending on what you do.
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See the Crew chapter (page 91) for tables of opportunities arranged by crew
type. These are bare-bones starters that you can flesh out with details from your
specific iteration of Duskwall in play.

Basically, you're offering the players an opportunity for action. Sure, it follows
from the ongoing fiction of Duskwall as established in your game, but the heart
of these opportunities is a gameplay mechanic. The players have showed up to
play Blades in the Dark, which means they want to do exciting and interesting
crimes. It’s like they’re at the arcade and they’ve dropped in a quarter and it’s your
job as the GM to light up the screen with NEW STAGE and get the game going.

You're providing enough to keep the game from stalling; enough so that Blades in
the Dark can happen at the game table tonight. If the PCs are flush with available
cOIN and REP to spend and downtime to burn, they can dig up lots more juicy
information to position themselves strongly for this opportunity and go in with
a better engagement roll (at least). If they don't have those resources to spend...
well, things are tougher, but that’s the nature of the scoundrels life, and at least
there’s still something fun to do. We can shrug at the ill-fortune of our characters
right now, slap them on the back and say good luck, have fun with that!

The other avenue for getting the game going is to follow the player’s lead. This is
just like providing an opportunity, but in this case you listen to the opportunity
presented by the players rather than describing it yourself. Ask them clarifying
questions to flesh out their idea so you end up with a target, a location, a situation,
and a vector for a plan. Then ask if they want to investigate further (potentially
inviting trouble) or go ahead to the engagement roll.

CUT TO THE ACTION

When they say, “We should break into Inspector Klave’s house,” that’s your cue.
Say “That sounds like a Stealth plan, yeah? What’s your point of entry?” Then,
when they give you the detail, you say, “All right, so you’re on the rooftop of the
fabric store across the alley from their house. It's quiet and dark in there. You
throw your ropes and grapnels across. Let’s make the engagement roll” Bam, just
like that, you're on a score. That might seem way too fast and breezy if you're used
to other roleplaying games. You don’t always have to go that fast! But it's good
to keep this method in mind and generally aim toward it. Anything prosecuted
via conversation will take longer than you think it will—if you hold this “cut to
the action” idea in the forefront of your mind, you can trim off some time that
might just be fruitless planning or unnecessary hesitation.

Same goes for any kind of “scene change” that happens in play. Like, when a player
decides to go CONSORT with their friend, you can cut to the action in progress.
“You're at the usual place, under the Bell Street bridge. It's windy and raining;
water pouring out of the gutters. Flint struggles to keep her pipe lit. ‘Devil take
this weather; she says. ‘What do you want?” Rather than starting back at the lair
and playing out “Where do you go? Where would Flint be? How can you arrange
a meeting?” you just cut to the action of the meeting in progress and the game
moves along fine, keeping momentum high.



TELEGRAPH TROUBLE BEFORE IT STRIKES
When the action is underway, show them a threat that’s about to hit, then ask
them what they do. Then it’s easy to know what the consequences are.

She snaps her coat open, stepping away from you, drawing her pistol. She’s
cocking back the hammer now, in this slow-motion moment—the muzzle
leveling at your face. What do you do?

The Inspector holds out his hand, impatient. Let’s not take all day... He
needs your approved cargo manifest and stamped Ministry of Preservation
documents—which you totally have, right?

His eyes go wide when you walk in and he curses as he leaps out of his seat
and runs full tilt for the back door. What do you do?

You skulk through the rooms of sleeping mercenaries, to the old stone stairs
leading down into the cellar. There’s no door, just a metal portcullis with a huge
ancient lock, the sound and smell of water beyond in the dark. Boots clomp back
down the hallway as one of the sentries resumes their patrol. What do you do?

Contrast those with these vague versions:
She starts a fight! Do you Skirmish with her?
You have to deal with an Inspector at the dock. How do you do that?
He’s really scared of you. What do you do?

You want to sneak into their cellar? You can roll Prowl for that.

Without telegraphing the trouble and giving context to the action, the outcomes
can seem murky. You might feel like you have to “invent” a consequence out of
the blue when they roll a 1-3 or 4/5. If you strongly imply the consequences
before the action roll, though, then it’s obvious what the consequences should
be (she shoots you, your cover is blown, he escapes, you alert a sentry)—they
follow directly from the fiction as established.

FOLLOW THROUGH

You've telegraphed the threat, so go ahead and follow through when it hits.
Players have several tools at their disposal to deal with adversity. If they can react
in time, they can make an action roll. If they’re hit with trouble, they can resist
it. You don't have to pull your punches!

She shoots you, the ball shatters your cheek and the room spins and goes dark
and you go sprawling to the floor. Take level 3 harm.

The Inspector can’t prove you're lying right now, but this all seems very strange.
He’s going to report it the Ministry later. Take +2 HEAT.

He makes it out the door and into the street and into the crowds of people there.
You hear someone shout as they're shoved aside, but you can’t see him anywhere.

You Tinker with the old lock and finally it gives way, suddenly creaking loudly
as rusty bits crumble from the door. Back down the hall you hear a voice.
“What was that?” I'm ticking the “Alert” clock.
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This GM action applies to maneuvers by powerful enemy factions, too. If they’re
ready and able to do something without clear interference, then they can just do
it. Go ahead and say, “The Unseen told you what would happen if you interfered.
They firebomb your lair while you're sleeping. You wake up and it’s just burning
timbers and smoke everywhere. What do you do?” The players will interrupt,
flashback, scramble, and deal with it. It'll be fun.

INITIATE ACTION WITH AN NPC
This is very similar to the previous GM action, but it’s worth highlighting. You
don’t always have to wait for the PCs to do something. Your NPCs can initiate
the action, too! The more dangerous an NPC is, the more they should seize the
initiative.
“She’s very smooth and sly. She tells you a lie about why she was late to the
meeting, and it seems totally legit!”

“Oh, no way. I'm not gonna fall for that.”
“Okay, resist with your Insight if you want to. Otherwise she’s just too good.”

This is a very effective technique, but it can be overused. Save it for an NPC who's
a real master at something, or for particularly dire situations.

TELL THEM THE CONSEQUENCES AND ASK

“Yeah, you can run the whole way but you might be exhausted when you
arrive. Want to roll for it and take the risk, or go slower?”

“The spirit strikes terror in your heart. You can flee or be paralyzed with fear.
Which is it? Or do you want to resist?”

TICK A CLOCK
Keep a stack of index cards and a marker handy. Draw a clock whenever it feels
right. Put them out where everyone can see, to help track progress in the fiction.
Ticking a clock is a great way to follow through on a threat without bringing an
end to the conflict yet.

OFFER A DEVIL’S BARGAIN

Think of a fun complication or reckless decision. Offer them the bonus die in
exchange. If you don’t have a good idea, ask the other players—or you can offer
the devil’s die in exchange for HEAT. There are always unseen witnesses lurking
about in Duskwall.

THINK OFF-SCREEN

What's going on elsewhere, and will it have an impact on what’s on-screen right
now? Are there characters that might have reason to arrive here and get involved
in what’s going on? Where are the Bluecoat patrols in this district right now? Are
there any ghosts that would be drawn to what’s happening here?



GM PRINCIPLES

When you pursue your goals and choose actions, use your principles to guide
your decision-making.

¢ Be a fan of the PCs. Present the world honestly—things really are stacked
against them—but don’t make yourself the enemy of the PCs. They have enemies
enough. Be interested in the characters and excited about their victories.

¢ Let everything flow from the fiction. The game’s starting situations and your
opening scene will put things in motion. Ask how the characters react and
see what happens next. NPCs react according to their goals and methods.
Events snowball. You don't need to “manage” the game. Action, reaction, and
consequences will drive everything.

¢ Paint the world with a haunted brush. There are ghosts, weird echoes, arcane
energies, and strange cults everywhere. How does the haunted city manifest?

¢ Surround them with industrial sprawl. Doskvol is crowded with factories
and their choking soot clouds, buzzing electric lights, ironworks, hissing and
clanking machines. How do the industrialized systems manifest here?

¢ Address the characters. “Silver, where do you go to look for the Red Sashes?”
not “Sara, where does Silver go?” This puts Silver front and center—his
preferences, desires, and style. Silver comes to life as a character.

¢ Address the players. “Sara, how do you want to handle this? Should we do a
whole scene or just make a roll real quick?” This puts Sara front and center—her
preferences, desires, and style. Sara can consider what she wants, rather than
what the character wants.

¢ Consider the risk. Think about the dangers inherent in what the scoundrels
do. A risky roll is the default. When they’re building on successes, they might
make controlled rolls. When they have to improvise off the cuff or when they’re
in over their heads, they’re probably making desperate rolls. Go with your gut.
Call the positions as you see them, but be open to revision.

¢ Hold on lightly. Always feel free to rewind, revise, and reconsider events
as needed. This is not a “no take backs” kind of game. You can always say,
“Actually, no... let’s say it was only two guys, instead. I don’t know why theyd
have any more than that here” This can be a tricky principle to internalize.
It can be so tempting to put your foot down (often for no good reason) or to
treat elements of the game as too sacred. Resist that impulse!
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GM BEST PRACLTICES

Earn the trust of the group by being a supportive and fair advocate of the
integrity of the fiction. It’s your job to portray a fictional world with integrity, not
one that’s contrived and “set up” for particular outcomes. When you advocate
for something, the players know that you do so on behalf of this integrity, not to
get your way or to arrange situations to your liking.

Lead an interesting conversation. The game is a conversation between you and
the players, the goal of which is to answer the question “What happens now?” in
the most engaging way possible. The most interesting conversations are those
that are curious—asking questions and prompting ideas—rather than dogmatic
or one-sided. Be curious about what the other players have to say.

Create an atmosphere of inquiry at the table. This means you play to find out
what happens, not to make sure something specific happens. Will they go to war
with the Fog Hounds? Is Nyla badass enough to take out the thugs by herself? Can
they avoid or predict Casta’s betrayal? Play to find out. Don’t decide outcomes
ahead of time and manipulate play to bring them about.

Help the players use the game system to pursue the goals of the characters. Don't
let them flounder. When they have a goal, ask them about any opportunities they
have to pursue it. Present two possible approaches from that opportunity and
ask if they want to choose one or invent a third way.

Don’t block. It’s not your job to say, “You can’t do that” You're not the sole
authority on what the characters can and cannot do. Instead, ask them, “You
need to create an opportunity to attempt that, right?” Ask them how they might
create an opportunity they need. Don’t block. Show them that there’s a path to
their goal, even if it might be a long or