Exercise in Futility

A One-Round Unsanctioned RPGA 

Gran March Regional Interactive Event

by 

Russell S. Timm
At the request of the Commandant and other prominent officers of the March, the Syrloch has assembled south of Red Arbor in the Barony of Cavintus for a demonstration of its Coordinated Illusionary Battle Simulation to take place on Starday, the 8th of Coldeven, 592 C.Y. The invitation has gone out to all prior service and active duty members in the area on leave to volunteer in this demonstration. Likewise, an invitation has been extended to any foreigners in the area that have proof of having served in military action against the forces of the giants in the Occupied Lands or against the forces of the Pomarj. Speculation and excitement grow as the time draws near. An untiered exercise of the imagination for characters of all levels. 

BACKGROUND

“Exercise in Futility” is an unsanctioned interactive event that involves the PCs in an illusionary battle simulation created by an organization of arcane spell-wielders in the Gran March known collectively as the Syrloch. As this is an unsanctioned exercise of the imagination, there will be no XP or other material rewards, as well as no Time Units assessed, Cost of Living, or risk of character death or real injury (unless the players start attacking each other, which is always a possibility). As such, players MUST be informed of this and should be prohibited from expending any certificates or other expendable items. 

INTRODUCTION

The day is the 8th of Coldeven, 592 C.Y. and you find yourself in the wooded hills of Barony Cavintus 2 leagues south of Red Arbor on an early Starday evening. Here elements of the 6th Battle and Baroness Valency’s personal Pride have assembled for training exercises. However, this is not why you have come from far and wide. For volunteers of the various military forces of the Sheldomar Valley have been sought to participate in an opportunity that does not come often.

As you stand in the brisk evening air, with the last glimpses of the setting sun and the torch and campfire lights providing the faint illumination, two men approach. They are both dressed in ceremonial raiment, with their battle tabards, akin to the coat-of-arms of the March, covering their armor. The one on the left wears scalemail and the one on the right chainmail; their rank insignia, in white upon red on their right shoulder, confirms that the former is a line sergeant, and the latter a captain. Their Battle and Unit insignia (the former a six-fingered hand extended downward, while the latter, a crown), in black, on the field of white, confirm them as members of the Headquarters Unit assigned to the 6th Battle. The realization dawns upon the Marchers among you that the man on the right is second in command of the entire 6th Battle just as he stops within 10 feet of the nearest among you and addresses you in a voice used to command. 

“I am Watcher Ledriagh, Peerless Eagle, Captain of the Headquarters Unit of the 6th Battle, and this is Line Sergeant Benddle. Based upon your qualifications, you have been chosen to participate in an exercise of the Syrloch Battle Simulation, a concerted illusion of mass combat created by the efforts of those talented in the arts of the arcane so that we may expose our forces to the hazards of combat without subjecting them to the associated risks.”

“Although I will reiterate that this is a mass illusion, we expect you to perform as if facing real enemies. Although you should not die as a result of these combats, we have had two unfortunate incidents where soldiers have died from apparent shock. Our arcane forces have worked many decades to perfect this simulation, and I assure you that you may be unpleasantly surprised at how real your opponents seem. On the other hand, we realize that this is still no substitute for true combat.”

“Now I will discuss details. You will be organized into groups of two files, either by your own choice or ours. We realize that at various places in the March, unexpected situations arise which call for everyone to serve, whether Marcher or not. This is a simulation of one of those unexpected situations, and thus you may not be ideally prepared to handle what you will face. Such is life.”

“Since I’m sure you’re wondering by now, this particular exercise involves an overrun simulation. You are currently in a small fort slightly less than one hour south of Birch Creek in the Dim Forest. For the purposes of this exercise it shall be aptly named Fort Futility.” The Captain smiles briefly, before resuming his business-like demeanor. “The commanding officer has received word from an animal messenger sent by a March scout that a force of several score of goblins is fast approaching and is headed for a creek crossing to attack the fort. The scout also notes that there are other larger tracks including at least two individual bipeds that were unshod and had tracks as wide and half as tall as a large man. The fort has a minimal number of personnel and has suffered an attack the previous evening. The doors to the fort have not been fully repaired and if they are not, the odds are not good for those that remain in the fort, as reinforcements will not be able to make it in time. You have been organized into two Provisional Files and have been ordered to assist. One File is to attempt to ambush the force at the crossing and eliminate what enemies you can. The second File is to bolster the defenses in front of the door, and if necessary, engage the enemy outside of the fort to prevent entrance. The second File will face those enemies that are not eliminated by the first. We will give you ten minutes to organize yourselves into a File with a Brevit Corporal. For those of you unfamiliar with the Gran March Army, a File is a unit of 8 individuals, including one commanding officer. Are there any questions?”

NOTES ON BIRCH CREEK

Birch Creek lies approximately 90 miles northeast of Hochoch and 60 miles west-northwest of Fort Endurance and eventually joins the Realstream. The forces of the giants have chosen a point to cross over that is rather easy, as the creek is only 1.5 ft deep in the middle in this area and has a good solid bottom (though a bit rocky) and the creek runs rather slowly here. The creek is 20 feet wide and, due to the broken terrain, reduces movement to one-half. Either side of creek is sloped enough to give a defender a +1 to melee attacks for superior elevation. Given that it is the 8th of Coldeven, Celene is just a bit more than a quarter full and it is partially cloudy. To account for this there is a 25% chance every round that clouds obscure the moon enough to throw the area into near darkness, granting 40% concealment to any creatures unable to see. Also, there is a slight mist coming off the creek that will provide concealment (20% miss chance) to any creature of size Small or smaller. A tree line exists five feet in on either side of the creek. Due to the foliage, anything beyond ten feet in provides three-quarters cover (+7 AC, +3 on Reflex saving throws) as well as a 30% concealment chance. Unfortunately for the PCs, they will only arrive one minute before the first wave of goblins begins to cross.

NOTES ON “FORT FUTILITY”

Any enemies that make it past the first File at Birch Creek will proceed towards the fort. The PCs here have approximately 2.5 hours to make whatever defenses they feel might be appropriate. Descriptions provided in each encounter should be modified keeping the nature of the fort and the Dim Forest in mind. The PCs will be in charge of making any defenses in front of the doors that they can come up, and they have approximately two hours to do so. The doors themselves (when fixed) have a Hardness of 15 and 200 hp apiece. Each door is 10 feet wide and 15 feet high. The fort itself extends another 10 feet higher. PCs of the second File should be informed that all available persons not occupied elsewhere shall assist them with arrow fire from the battlements. If directed in a loud manner, the archers will direct their fire as the PCs wish.  There will a dozen archers with the average stats listed below. 

Archers, War1 (12): CR 1; Medium Humanoid (5.5 ft tall); HD 1d8+8; hp 13; Init +2 (Dex); Spd 30 ft; AC 16 (+2 Dex, +2 leather, +1 cover); Atks +3 ranged (1d8, longbow); SQ None; AL LN/LG; SV Fort +4, Ref +3*, Will +0. Str 14, Dex 14, Con 14, Int 10, Wis 10, Cha 10.

Skills: Climb +4, Jump +4, Profession (Soldier) +4, Listen +2, Spot +2. Feats: Toughnessx2

The tree line around the fort has been cleared for only 50 yards, due to a lack of manpower since the fort’s establishment. Conditions are similar to Birch Creek, with dense fog providing concealment (20% miss chance) for the first ten yards beyond the tree line. 

Encounter One: 

Goblin Onslaught (EL 8)
Reaching the creek, you can hear the movement of a number of humanoids through the forest on the far side of the creek. They surely are close now, and you haven’t much time at all. Beyond them, you hear the din of war drums in the background getting slowly louder as your foes approach.

The PCs have only ten rounds to make any preparations that they wish. After that read the following:

At last, the enemy reveal themselves, as a multitude of pairs of red eyes make themselves visible on the far bank and begin to descend the slight slope to the mist-covered creek. Soon even more join, and you hear their footsteps splashing in the slow running water.

Goblins (50): CR 1/4; Small Humanoid (Goblinoid) (3.5 ft tall); HD 1d8; hp 5; Init +1 (Dex); Spd 30 ft; AC 16 (+1 Dex, +3 studded leather, +1 small shield); Atks* +2 melee (1d8, morningstar), or +4 ranged (1d6, javelin); SQ Darkvision 60 ft.; AL CE; SV Fort +2, Ref +1, Will +0. Str 8, Dex 13, Con 13, Int 10, Wis 11, Cha 8.

Skills: Climb +2, Hide +6, Listen +3, Move Silently +4, Spot +3. Feats: Alertness.

The drumming acts as the bardic ability inspire courage and grants the goblins a +2 morale bonus to saving throws against charm and fear effects and a +1 morale bonus to attack and weapon damage rolls. The goblins will attack until three-quarters of their number are dropped at which point they will flee southward UNLESS the second wave has arrived to reinforce them. The second wave will arrive on the far banks ten rounds after the first wave appears.

Encounter Two: Back to the Front (EL 10)

Orcs (50): CR 1/4; Medium-Sized Humanoid (Orc) (5.5 ft tall); HD 1d8+1; hp 6; Init +0; Spd 20 ft; AC 14 (+4 scale mail); Atks* +4 melee (1d12+4, greataxe), or +2 ranged (1d6+3, javelin); SQ Darkvision 60 ft., light sensitivity; AL CE; SV Fort +2, Ref +1, Will +0. Str 8, Dex 13, Con 13, Int 10, Wis 11, Cha 8.

Skills: Climb +2, Hide +6, Listen +3, Move Silently +4, Spot +3. Feats: Alertness.

Encounter Three: Can We Bring a Friend? (EL 12)

On the far side of the creek, another group looks like they will enter the fray. In the moonlight, you can see perhaps a dozen figures, wearing hides and painted with white designs. As one, they yell and scream at the top of their lungs and shake their large great axes violently. Behind them, small trees sway and bend, some limbs even snapping, as a great misshapen beast, easily towering a halfling’s-height above them, pushes its’ way into the embankment. One of the humanoid figures looks back toward the beast, which lets out a high pitched clicking sound akin to some of the mammals of the sea. With that, the humanoids cheer and rant even louder, and with the beast in tow, they charge down the bank and into the creek bed. Even now the goblins take this in, and seem to figure that it is time for them to flee.

Orog Brb1 (16): CR 3; Medium-Size Humanoid (7 ft tall); HD 3d8+d12+8; hp 29; Init +1 (Dex); Spd 40 ft; AC 14 (+1 Dex, +3 studded leather); Atks +9* melee (1d12+7 great axe); SQ Darkvision 60 ft., Fast Movement, Rage; AL CE; SV Fort +4, Ref +1, Will +0. Str 18, Dex 13, Con 15, Int 9, Wis 10, Cha 8.

Skills: Listen +4, Spot +4. Feats: Alertness, Power Attack

Advanced Gray Render (1): CR 9; Large Beast (9 ft tall); HD 12d10+84; hp 150; Init +0 (Dex); Spd 30 ft; AC 19 (+10 natural, -1 size); Atks +13 melee (2d6+6, bite) and +8 melee (2 claws, 1d6+3); SQ Scent, Improved Grab, rend 3d6+9; AL NE; SV Fort +15, Ref +8, Will +5. Str 23, Dex 10, Con 24, Int 3, Wis 12, Cha 8.

Skills: Hide +7, Spot +10. 

The drumming continues to act as the bardic ability inspire courage and grants the orogs a +2 morale bonus to saving throws against charm and fear effects and a +1 morale bonus to attack and weapon damage rolls. The gray render is not influenced by the drumming, as it is along to protect its allies. All of these creatures will fight to the death.

Encounter Four: Crash the Gates (EL 14)

This encounter occurs at Birch Creek ONLY if all the orogs and the gray render have been killed and then ten rounds after the end of the last round in which an enemy falls.

The drums continue to pound, getting much closer now. On the far side, a dozen or so more humanoids peer across the river, but these are different. Although as tall, they are of bigger build and have huge horns that protrude from either side of their heads. They too carry large axes and they turn from side to side as they exhale in and out of their nose, as if to smell the night air. The steam is visible as they breathe and slowly descend into the riverbed. 
Behind them, come four huge abominations. Akin to hill giants they are, but easily three times a full-grown man’s height and possessing three arms, two of which carry huge clubs and the third of which holds a large chain slung over its back. A deep groan is audible as the lead one opens its mouth and exposes its huge tusks, while the other three look around as they cross the riverbed in two great steps. 

Minotaur Brb1 (16): CR 5; Large Monstrous Humanoid (7.5 ft tall); HD 6d8+d12+14; hp 48; Init +0; Spd 40 ft; AC 14 (-1 size, +5 natural); Atks +10/+5 melee (2d8+7 greataxe) and +5 melee (1d8+2, gore); SQ Charge (4d6+6), Scent, Natural Cunning; AL CE; SV Fort +8, Ref +5, Will +5. Str 19, Dex 10, Con 15, Int 7, Wis 10, Cha 8.

Skills: Intimidate +5, Jump +8, Listen +8, Search +6, Spot +8., Wilderness Lore +4 Feats: Great Fortitude, Power Attack, Cleave

Athach (4): CR 7; Huge Aberration (18 ft tall); HD 14d8+70; hp 133; Init +1 (Dex); Spd 50 ft; AC 20 (+1 Dex, +3 hide, +8 natural, -2 size); Atks +11 melee (5d6+13, Buh-twok) and +12/+7 melee (huge club, 2d6+8) and bite (2d8+4 +psn); SQ Poison (DC 22, 1d6 Str/2d6 Str; AL NE; SV Fort +14, Ref +7, Will +4. Str 23, Dex 10, Con 24, Int 3, Wis 12, Cha 8.

Skills: Climb +18, Jump +18, Listen +7, Spot +8. Feats: Multiattack, Multidexterity, Multiweapon Fighting

The minotaurs will attempt to remove any remaining PCs so that the athachs are in reach of the gate with their hand-held siege weapons, the buh-twok. The buh-twok is essentially a huge spiked chain with a large spiked flail end. Because the weapon is so unwieldy (-2 to attack) and large (20 foot reach, which adds to the athach’s already considerable 15 foot reach), it takes an athach a full round action to swing it using his left and right arm and a full round to drag it back in and another full round to ready it. This means the weapon may only be used once every four rounds. However, its damage is akin to a heavy catapult (5d6), not including 1.5 times the wielder’s strength. The other advantage of the buh-twok is that, because of it’s sweeping arc and huge size, if it is used against Medium-Sized or smaller creatures above it, it grants the athach the Great Cleave feat against creatures within a 15’x15’ square. This is primarily used to sweep archers off the battlements, should they start to annoy the athachs. The athachs will not specifically attack characters unless they are attacked themselves. Their focus is on taking out the gates. They will only attack characters with their club and bite, unless the characters somehow disarm them of their buh-twok. The athachs will not use the buh-twok at the river encounter, as it is not designed for clear-cutting.

The drumming continues to act as the bardic ability inspire courage and grants the minotaurs and athachs a +2 morale bonus to saving throws against charm and fear effects and a +1 morale bonus to attack and weapon damage rolls.

Exercise in Futility

SPECIAL MISSION

A One-Round Unsanctioned RPGA 

Gran March Regional Interactive Event

by 

Russell S. Timm
Captain Ledriagh has invited the most qualified candidates from participating Files to meet with the Knight-Colonel of the 6th Battle for undisclosed reasons. Could it be for congratulations and commendations or could there be something else involved? An untiered exercise of the imagination for characters of all levels.
Bonus Encounter: Face The Thing That Should Not Be (EL 12)

For any that manage to live through the entire simulation, or for any whose performance is deemed exceptional, Captain Ledriagh will ask to speak with them in a tent not far away. This is a Special Mission to occur on Saturday night after the last slot or Sunday during the intermission.

“Among all of the volunteers, your performance was noteworthy. Through skill, experience, and fortune, you persevered and fought with ability of all others, and for that I congratulate and salute you. Whatever unit you serve with is fortunate to have you, and should you ever seek a transfer to the 6th Battle, I will be more than happy to do what I can to make it happen.”

“I have one more favor to ask of you. If you would be so inclined, I would like you to stay here another day for another simulation. It is not an ordinary simulation; only a select few will bear witness to it, and you will be the only participants. What you will see there will be…well, I shall save that for tomorrow night. Until then, I bid you good night. For Commandant and Country”, he says calmly before you are ushered out by the Line Sergeant.

The next night, those that stay will once again be ushered into the tent, except this time Knight Colonel Watcher Caelon Grimblade, Great and Savage Hydra of the 6th Battle is present.

You enter the tent to see both the Captain and Sergeant standing off to the left. Behind the desk now sits another, a human man in his 30’s or 40’s. His mid length blond hair covers his ears and frames his face, as he gazes into a small crystal ball, and he sits in half-plate armor. His ceremonial garb identifies him as none less than the Knight-Colonel of the 6th Battle! Surely, something important must be afoot for him to be present. Noticing your entrance, he looks up and gazes at the lot of you.

“So these are the warriors I have heard about? Hmmm…well, we shall see if the Captain’s assertions are true or not. Follow me.”

With that the three officers head out into the chill night air. Walking back towards the area of the original simulation, the Knight-Colonel turns to address you.

“In my haste I have been remiss to introduce myself. I am Knight-Colonel Watcher Caelon Grimblade, Great and Savage Hydra and commander of the 6th Battle. You have been recommended by Captain Watcher Ledriagh, and he does not make such recommendations lightly…especially in a matter of importance.”

“Among the enemies great and small we face, there are those that attack in endless number and there are those that are terrible of stature, possessing the strength to crush men like grapes and make their blood flow like wine in a vineyard. There are those that are as stealthy as a shadow on a moonless night and those that shake the ground, so you may flee before them at the sound of their approach. But there are terrible things of which few men have seen and fewer have lived to tell the tale.”

“We have a reliable reports of an…entity…that hunts in the Dim Forest during darkest night, terrorizing and slaying those it encounters. We only know of two Marchers that have encountered this being and lived to tell about it. How many it has killed we can not be certain, though signs of its passing are recognizable, as the beast leaves a wake of dead plant life with its passing. The Syrloch has been tasked with coming up with an appropriate simulation of this monster based upon the details of the report. If it is as terrible as they believe it may be, we shall have a daunting task ahead of us. However, until we can confirm this being’s true identity, I would prefer that you not discuss what you see here tonight with anyone. Am I understood?”

The Knight-Colonel addresses the most senior ranking active duty member of the March army. “Were you my worst enemy I might not wish this fate upon you. I do not expect you to persevere in this, but you have surprised us before. Good luck. We shall begin whenever you are ready.”

With that, the Knight-Colonel turns away and heads into the darkness.

After the PCs indicate their readiness, the Knight-Colonel’s voice calls from the darkness

“VERY WELL. MEMBERS OF THE SYRLOCH, CONJURE NOW AND BRING FORTH THAT WHICH WE CALL………….WITHERFOOT.”

In the darkness ahead, you hear what seems to be the snarling of many dogs an soon into view, perhaps a hundred feet away in the tree line, comes a terrible sight. Six great wolves, their coats black as night and their eyes like smoldering pieces of coal, snarl and slobber in your direction. They are nearly as high at the shoulder as any among you is tall, and they pull at a leather leash. Holding the leashes and straining against the wolves combined strength is a great giant, with two heads and skin a dull coal color. Its eyes are pits of darkness, and it has two massive axes, one on each side. It wears some form of makeshift studded leather armor, though its’ arms and legs are bare. A skirt made of humanoid skulls graces its lower half, going from its belly to just above its knees. It looks in your direction and loudly bellows….

“GONNA RIP, GONNA EAT!”

With that, the two heads laugh as the great monstrosity unleashes the dogs upon you…

Witherfoot, Half-fiend Giant Two-headed Troll Brb1/Rgr1  (1): CR 10; Large Giant (14 ft tall); HD 11d8+d12+72; hp 149; Init -1 (Dex); Spd 50 ft; AC 22 (+2 Dex, +8 natural, +3 hide, -1 size); Atks +17/+12 melee (2 large waraxes, 2d8+9); SQ; Darkvision 90 ft, Scent, Cold/Fire Resistance (15), Damage Reduction 5/+2, SR (24), Spell-like abilities, Rage, Superior Two-Weapon Fighting, Regeneration (5), Racial Enemy (Elves), Fast Movement

AL CE; SV Fort +17, Ref +5, Will +5. Str 27, Dex 15, Con 22, Int 10, Wis 10, Cha 13.

Skills: Handle Animal +9, Hide +8, Listen +16, Move Silently +8, Spot +8 Feats: Track, Alertness, Improved Initiative, Power Attack, Iron Will, Cleave

Witherfoot is more unusual than one might think. Witherfoot does not possess all of the fiendish abilities that might be accorded him, but does possess some unique supernatural abilities that more than compensate.

Contagion Aura: Witherfoot is so named as his trail is easy to follow, as small insects and plant life that remain in contact with him for any amount of time often become sick, and wither and die from a variant of mummy rot.

Deeper Darkness: Witherfoot can cast the spell deeper darkness as a 12th level cleric 3x/day. This is a spell-like ability.

Advanced Worgs (6): CR 5; Large Magical Beasts (10 feet long, 5 ft at shoulder); HD 9d10+36; hp 104; Init +2 (Dex); Spd 60 ft; AC 15 (+2 Dex, +4 hide, -1 size); Atks +16 melee (1d8+10, bite); SQ Scent, Trip; AL NE; SV Fort +12, Ref +10, Will +4. Str 25, Dex 15, Con 19, Int 7, Wis 14, Cha 12.

Skills: Hide +6, Listen +7, Move Silently +6, Spot +9, Wilderness Lore +3* Feats: Run

