Handling Horror and Insanity

by James Walkerdine

Some players and GM’s like their WFRP games to have a strong dose of horror, indeed the published material seeks to encourage this with the notion of Sanity points and the long, long list of possible mental disorders! Horror can be fun; it’s human nature to get a kick out of being scared (as long as it’s not real!) which is why horror stories and films etc. are always popular.  Horror within roleplaying can bring other dimensions of enjoyment to a game. 

This article discusses ways in which a GM can bring horror into their games, and also how to handle one of the side-effects of experiencing such horror - insanity. 

Handling Horror

The key to successfully presenting horror within a roleplaying game is in building up the right atmosphere.  If the GM manages to pull this off then the players’ imaginations will do the rest – hearts will pound, brows will sweat and genuine fear will start to develop.  Those who have played games like Call of Cthulhu will probably be already familiar with this style of play.  In fact the various stories concerning the Cthulhu Mythos can provide a good source of ideas on how to create the right atmosphere as well as offering ideas for plots / cultists etc.  For those who haven’t a number of ideas are presented here. Simple examples are provided to illustrate the various points, however it should be noted that horror can also be much more subtle and long term (for example, a character who is slowly mutating over a couple of years). 

Slow but steady – it’s much more dramatic to build up the atmosphere gradually, rather than having the horrific encounter happening all at once. Start the encounter off slowly and lay the foundations by providing small descriptions of what the characters experience around them. These little descriptions help to set the tone, allow the players to jump to conclusions, and most importantly sow the seeds of fear. Obviously there is a fine line on how far you can push this. Just as an encounter can be ruined by not building up enough atmosphere, the same can be true if it is stretched out for too long. Keep the momentum going, and if it looks like the players are starting to get complacent or bored, bring the encounter to its peak.

Example: A group of adventures are on the track of fearsome creature that has been terrorising the surrounding area. They have managed to discover its lair and have begun to explore. The GM wants to make this a scary experience for the players, and so as they explore the lair every so often he provides small descriptions of the environment around them.

“As you approach the corner you can faintly make out a strange gurgling sound from beyond”

“You rest your hand against the wall and find that it’s cold and clammy, sticky to touch”

“On closer inspection the corpse looks like it has been mauled, but perhaps more disturbingly, the hole in the head gives the impression that something burst out from within…”

Exploit the senses – characters possess a range of perceptions; make sure you feed information to all of them! As well as what they can see, describe what they can hear, smell and touch, senses that often get underused within a roleplaying game. GM’s can take this even further and exploit a character’s dreams. Horrific nightmares that foreshadow events or a location the characters are set to visit can act as powerful means for stoking up fear within the players!

Example: The adventures are making there way deeper into the lair. The GM is still having fun…

“As you make your way down the passageway you all are suddenly overcome by the sickly stench that seems to emanate from up ahead. Everyone make Toughness tests, those who fail find their stomachs go into spasms as they wretch uncontrollably.”

“Ok Jack, you stop to listen – it is silent apart from your own breathing. Slowly you become aware of a second breathing sound, close by and matching your own.  As you strain to hear where exactly it’s coming from you feel breath cold as the tomb on the back of your neck…” 

Exploit the player’s imagination (and paranoia!) – the biggest weapon in your arsenal is the player’s imagination. If you provide them with details of what their characters are experiencing, then their minds will race to try and envision what they are about to encounter. Keep descriptions abstract and alien, allowing their imaginations to interpret what you say, instead of relating them to things they are familiar with. You can pretty much guarantee that each player will be picturing in their heads their own twisted version of what is to come! Remember, that the fear of the unknown is the greatest fear of all.

Example: The GM decides it’s time to introduce their quarry. As the adventurers turn the corner he describes what they can see.

“In the gloom you think you make out its head. It seems dark coloured but the texture could mean thick hair? Its head is angular with what seems to be pointed, almost rodent like features. In the flickering torch light you think you can see drool (or blood?) dripping from a row of sharp teeth and the glint of its red eyes gives the impression that their owner possesses an eerie intelligence. It raises what appears to be a claw and then gives off a deep gurgling sound…” 

Pervert the familiar – people naturally react with fear when they find that an environment or person they are normally comfortable with has become twisted or changed in some manner (especially if it is being caused by something they don’t really understand). Notable examples include people who are being slowly transformed by some alien force (e.g. a mutant who is being effected by warpstone), or a once friendly town that has somehow now become much more sinister (e.g. Wittgendorf). Twisting the norm in this way is a good technique to make players uneasy or even horrified, and the outcome can form the basis of an adventure in its own right. However, it can also be done on much smaller scale and still have quite a dramatic effect.

Example: The adventures have just made contact with the creature and seem to be slightly stunned by it. The GM decides now would be a good time to crank up the fear…

“Clem, your guide, upon seeing the creature screams, crumbles into a heap and starts sobbing wildly. The torch he was carrying falls to the floor, splutters and dies. Suddenly you find yourself in total darkness. You hear another deep gurgling sound. This time much closer…”

The GM smiles to himself as he watches his players panic!

Be ruthless when required – obviously building up the atmosphere is a key part to creating good horror. However at some point the threat should either come to a head or be avoided all together. Sometimes it can be fun to ‘cry wolf’ with the players – build up an atmosphere only for them to discover that there was no threat after all. However it is best not to over do this as it can result in a dampening of the atmosphere when there really is a horrific encounter to be had.

When the culmination does arrive, don’t hold back from being ruthless. After all, there needs to be a reason for the players to be afraid in the first place. If one of the players decides to do something foolish (heroic they might say!), then don’t be afraid to be harsh in return. Not only would this be a lesson for the player, but will also scare the rest of the group witless! On the other hand don’t eliminate players just because you can. It is very frustrating for players if they think they will die no matter what they do. Try and keep it fair, and just simply react based on how the players act and what the situation allows for. 

Example: One of the players decides that his character can take on this creature on his own.

“Stay back,” he shouts, “I’ll deal with this. I’ll advance towards the sound”.

The GM raises an eyebrow but continues…

“Ok, Jack, your character steps towards where you last heard the sound. {Roll of dice}. Suddenly you hear another gurgling sound, this time much louder and from above. You feel a sharp pain on your left arm and you find yourself being slammed into the passageway wall. You pass out.”

“That’s it, I’m running!” says one of the other players.
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Bend the rules – horror roleplaying is predominantly about building up atmosphere. Don’t be afraid to bend the rules in order to achieve this! If you want something to happen that will add to the tension, but it goes against the rules, do it anyway – you are the GM.

Playing Environment – some GM’s find that creating the right atmosphere out of game can also help to set the tone within the game. Atmospheric music, dimming of the lights, etc, can all help to achieve this.

Handling Insanity

When the horror gets too much, the mind can snap. Although it may recover over time, normally a permanent mental scar remains. Within WFRP this is represented by Insanity Points (IP’s) and mental disorders. Should a character attain 6 or more IP’s, and fail a WP test then they gain a mental disorder.

Mental disorders can be fun and bring an extra element to roleplaying a character. However some of them can also be quite ‘fatal’, often requiring the character to be retired. Obviously for a character to suddenly pick up terminal mental disorder can be a bit frustrating for the player, especially if the situation was unavoidable.

However, mental disorders don’t have to kick in instantly and generally it is more fun if they develop over time. When a player’s character develops a disorder take them aside and discuss how best to handle it. If the player wishes to roleplay the disorder rather than retiring his character, think of a potential timeline in which the disorder will develop over, whilst considering aspects such as:

· How long will it take for the full effects of the disorder to kick in? A period of three months is perhaps a good starting point, but lengthen or shorten this as you see fit

· What are the stages involved in this disorder? Break the disorder down into three or four stages which represent the gradual worsening of the characters mental state. Within each stage identify the key characteristics

· Think of modifiers that may apply as a result of the disorder? For each stage think about whether the disorder will impose some form of modifier on the character. For example, a character suffering from anorexia will become gradually weaker over time. 

By making a mental disorder a gradual thing, not only can the character still be played, but it can also be fun for the affected player and GM to watch as the rest group try to work out why the character is starting to behave oddly!


Insanity Inducing Situations

Within WFRP2 there are number of ways in which a character can gain IP’s, with Critical Hits and failure of Terror rolls being the more common. However characters can also gain IP’s from experiencing a terrible event (and then failing a WP roll). By and large the amount of points gained is down to GM discretion, however the following table provides some suggestions.

	
Event
	IP’s

	Seeing Chaos imagery
	1

	Being trapped within a confined space for many days
	1

	Witnessing the violent death of a companion
	2

	Undergoing severe torture
	3

	Witnessing a corpse coming back to life
	4

	Seeing a person mutate before you
	4

	Having a prolonged encounter with Chaos
	3-6


Minor Disorders

The WFRP1 rulebook also included a selection of minor disorders that could be used. For GM’s who may prefer to occasionally use these rather than the more severe ones provided in WFRP2, they are summarised in the table below. One way to integrate this is to say that when a double is rolled on the Insanities table within the WFRP2 rulebook (i.e., 33, 88, etc), this means the character has instead developed a minor disorder. A roll should then be made on the minor disorder table.

	Roll
	Name
	Comments

	01-09
	Absent-Mindedness
	Limited spell / research / planning ability

	10-18
	Allergy
	Coughing and sneezing, -D10 to stealth tests

	19-27
	Biting Fingernails
	Looking nervous, -5 to Fel (appearance / charisma tests)

	28-36
	Headaches
	Random. -5 to Int, Fel and WP for D100 minutes

	37-45
	Narcissism
	Vain, +5 Fel, -5 Int and WP; roleplay it!

	46-54
	Nightmares
	Unable to sleep through, -5 S or T

	55-63
	Shaking
	Uncontrollable shakes. -5 to BS or Ag

	64-72
	Skin Complaint
	Uncomfortable rash, -5 Fel or Ag depending where it is!

	73-81
	Stammer
	-5 to all Fel tests involving speech

	82-90
	Talking to Self
	WP test to stop muttering for D10 minutes, -5 to Fel

	91-00
	Talking in Sleep
	Subconscious ramblings give -5 to WP


Optional Rule – ‘Fear Factor’


Sometimes just being somewhere can sow the initial seeds of fear; being in a graveyard late at night, being in an empty house creaking with the wind, or within a roleplaying game being in a creature’s lair. In such situations the fear is always there, lingering in the back of your mind – making you jumpy and easier to scare.





Within WFRP one way to represent this is to assign a penalty to all rolls made by characters who fail a Fear check (WP test). This penalty continues until the cause of the fear is no longer around (i.e. killing the creature or leaving the lair). The level of penalty that is assigned should be dependent on the fear level. Possible suggestions include:





Fear Factor�
Example�
Penalty�
�
Low�
A location where there has recently been an unnatural killing.�
-5�
�
Medium�
A known ‘disturbed’ area (e.g. graveyard, land twisted by warpstone, haunted house, etc)�
-10�
�
High�
Necromancers abode


Fearsome creatures lair�
-15�
�
Very High�
In the presence of a Chaos god�
-20�
�









Horror: A Players Perspective


By Dave Keville





The WFRP world is largely about a society in decay.  There is a continuing breakdown in simple trust between Humans.  As Humans we share similar goals – security, comfort, fulfilment – but those serving Chaos don’t seek these anymore and confronting things that should be like us but clearly aren’t should be unsettling at best and horrifying at worst.  This is appropriate for Elves and Dwarves also. 





There’s also the horror that severe tragedy brings – when Chaos affects the lives of innocents:





In a village corrupted by warpstone our group met a young woman who’d given birth to a mutant – a cross between a hairy spider and human baby (Enemy Within campaign).  Our GM placed equal stress on the physical horror of the appearance of the thing and the desperation of the mother to believe that her baby will be ok.  This forced a debate on what to do – obviously it’s a Chaos creature and we should destroy all such things, shouldn’t we?  But it’s a baby that’s loved and that might help it overcome its chaotic nature – is it not a fundamental human belief that we can rise above the circumstances of our birth?  And what about the mother?  Can we in all conscience kill her baby before her eyes?  But if we don’t it might grow to kill the mother, the villagers and many more.  Is there a compromise?  Can we guard it until we can find a cure – if there is one?





Obviously the characters all had different stances on this and not everyone did see this as a complex issue – but they were carried along in the debate with those who did see it as such.  (Which created another dilemma – if we can solve the above issue easily, without any moral questioning, then are we losing our humanity?  Have we become as empty as the Chaotic servant we’re pursuing?).  This was a very strong session in the campaign in terms of character development, leaving us with a real and lasting reason to be fighting against Chaos. 





So to my mind there are three strands of horror:





Tentacles and Pentacles – the yuk factor of the things we’ll face, strange creatures and the stranger rituals that call them into being. 


No, not my legs!! – when Chaos encroaches on us through wounds, disease, torture (physical and/or mental) and even offers, bargains etc. 


The ties that bind – when we see the effects of Chaos on the innocents that we protect, innocents like we once were. 








