Convention Scenarios

By Alfred Nuñez Jr.

Writing and running convention scenarios is much like as managing one-off adventures with a few additional challenges.  

The Plot

First, the convention scenario has to have a pretty tight plot, which means a rather linear adventure.  This is due to the fact that most conventions generally put a time limit on game slot one gets.  At GenCon, these tend to be four-hour time slots, which really means one gets about three and a half hours since players have to read up on their characters.

Now a linear adventure shouldn’t be one that overtly pushes the PCs along from one set-up to another.  Within the overall structure, the plot can have several different approaches to get to a certain point in the story.  Given the players’ tendency to do whatever a GM has not scripted, it’s usually best to consider two or three approaches to a given situation.  In this manner, the GM doesn’t have to get bogged down into too many improvisations.

Most of my scenarios tend to start off as investigations.  I do this because such stories are more likely to bring out the role-player aspect out from the players.  A good convention scenario should not be written with the assumption that the players will carry the scenario by role-playing it to the hilt.  Sadly, I have had scenarios run too quickly as players are more keen on solving the mystery than role-playing the characters they get.

The plot should have elements of confrontations, though not all should be a combat situation.  Given the deadliness of WFRP combat, I suggest leaving the big battle as the climax to a scenario.  Other confrontations could lead to quick skirmishes, but these should be used with expendable and unimportant hirelings so their passing away does not significantly alter the ending.  In most cases, I have these NPCs flee as soon as possible since hey don’t get paid if they die too early.

The climax of the scenario should be one where the PCs do have a real chance of being killed in some fashion or doing something utterly repulsive in order to achieve their goal.  WFRP thrives on the dark and gritty, so the final scene should have these elements as well.  I have also found this type of ending the most satisfying.

Character Descriptions

A very critical element of a convention scenario is the characters the players get to play.  The restrictive time slot prevents players from creating their own characters.  I would also recommend against allowing players to bring their own characters as many of these may well create “balance” problems with the scenario.

For convention play, I believe that the scenarios should include six player characters of whatever mix and career level the writer thinks works best for the adventure.  I typically used the opportunity to show the possibilities that exists in WFRP.  In most cases, I had two of the characters female (usually in potentially strong leadership positions) and the rest male.  I would normally include one Dwarf since most of my scenarios took place in the Empire, but this character might be given a career that one doesn’t traditionally associate with Dwarfs such as (in WFRPv1) Herdsman.  I tended to not have Elven or Halfling characters as I see the two races as rare in terms of characters.

For ease of play, most scenarios should use characters in their first careers with no more than one fate point.  This makes it easier to introduce new players to WFRP as well as remind veterans what it was like when they first started out.  The descriptions for the characters should give some two or three paragraphs of text, briefly describing the characters brief history and how they got to the starting point of the scenario.

I would also recommend that these character descriptions should also give the players a short narrative of what they think of their fellow PCs.  These could be simply first impressions if they just met or more developed opinions if they have known one another for some time.  Such descriptions can be used to provide further information on a character’s viewpoints and prejudices.  What I would stay away from is having two PCs with loving and secret attractions to one another.  I’ve played in scenarios such as these and can’t recall one where that approach added anything to players’ enjoyment.

When writing PC descriptions, the writer should try to have some redundancy in skills.  The reason for this is two-fold.  One, it prevents a situation where a character critical for the success of a given situation has an uninvolved (or uncooperative) player in control.  Second, and more common, a game will not get the number of players equal to the number of characters.  In this last situation, the GM should decide beforehand which characters are less critical to the success of the scenario.  This will reduce any last minute scrambling that could eat into the time allocated for play.

One last thing: Make sure that at least one character has the “Heal” skill.

Playtest

If there is time before the convention, I would strongly recommend that the scenario be playtested.  If one is able, one should use one’s own gaming group to play the pre-generated PCs in order to give the scenario a thorough run.  Such effort should bring forth any “holes” in the plot and give the writer time to address these before convention play.

Conventions

Getting a scenario a time slot in a convention is the easy part.  If a convention offers pre-registration, then they are also looking for GMs with games to run.  One simply has to fill out the form with a description of the game and all the other requirements (such as number of players, game system, etc.).  The description is the most important aspect as one has a limited number of words that can be used to entice players into one’s game.  Be creative with the pitch, make it a bit mysterious, but don’t be misleading.

Conclusion

Writing and running convention scenarios can be very challenging and rewarding.  The main point is to make sure the writer/GM is having as much fun  in the entire process as the players will have playing it.
