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Black Tides of Saltmarsh
The old kingdoms have fallen, their castles now hollow husks crumbling beneath ivy and ash. Great cities that once pulsed with trade and magic are tombs now, swallowed by shadow and silence. The last empires fought and lost — not in grand battles, but slowly, quietly, by inches. The light gave up more ground with each generation, until now… there is hardly any left.
No one remembers when it began — only that one night the roads stopped being safe. Caravans vanished without a trace, leaving behind wagons dusted in dew but no tracks. Families went to sleep in their beds and were never seen again. Some whispered the mists came first, curling across the hills like fingers, and when they withdrew, nothing remained but empty doorways.

Introduction
When the sun falls behind the hills, they come. The old folks don’t name them. The wise ones board their shutters and build their homes with no windows facing the woods. Every child knows that if you are not indoors by sundown, you are not coming home.
The night belongs to things. Not wolves or bandits, not anything you can fight with steel and fire alone — but older things. Hungrier things. Shadows that whisper in familiar voices. Songs on the wind that make your mind unravel. Pale children at your door, knocking with frozen hands, asking to be let in. If you open, you die screaming. If you don’t… they just keep knocking. And sometimes, come morning, the door is still locked but the house is empty.

Every village, every coastal town, every hilltop refuge — they’ve all lost someone. Some to claws and fangs. Others to the mist itself, which creeps in with the tide or rolls down from the hills and carries away those who stray too far. Everyone prays they won’t be next.
Your story begins in Saltmarsh, a weathered fishing village crouched on the edge of a decaying coastline. Saltmarsh barely survives by hauling in what little the sea still gives, a failing copper mine, and keeping to old superstitions: salt at the doorstep, iron nails in every lintel, candles that never burn past dusk. But even these are failing. Boats go missing, and lights blink on the water where no ships should be. The sea no longer returns all it takes. Worse still, sometimes fog rolls in thick as wool, and when it lifts, a house or a man or an entire boat is gone. Even the gulls have abandoned the shore.

There are no grand heroes anymore. No legions. No guilds. No fate-bound saviors. Those were the old ways — buried with the cities. In Orion, adventuring is no longer a calling. It is a burden, passed like a torch to whoever’s closest when the dark grows too loud. Farmers, blacksmiths, fishers, and midwives — when the unnatural rises, they take up blade or torch, form a posse, and do what must be done. You are one of them. An ordinary soul asked to face extraordinary darkness — not for gold or glory, but because no one else will.
And when it is over — if it ends — you will go back to your nets, your forge, your ledger. Until the next knock at the door. Until the next mist curls at your threshold.  

This is not a game of champions. It is a tale of survival, of flickering torches in endless night. You will not be the strongest. You will not be prepared. You will not even be safe.  But you will matter.  And in Saltmarsh, that may be enough.

Character Creation 

1. All characters will originate in or around the village of Saltmarsh. This is a fishing, limited farming, and minor copper mining village of roughly 1,000 people.  

2. Your characters know each other to start the campaign.  You work a normal job and may have limited adventuring skills learned from somebody you know.  

3. We will be using the ShadowDark rules set with some modifications (see House Rules below.)

4. Your character can pick their own vocation or roll randomly on the Jobs Table in the package of handouts.

5. Create four 0-level characters using the rules that follow.  All characters start at zero-level.  Your characters will not earn their name until they gain 1st level.  Reference them by their selected or randomly rolled vocation.  
6. All characters are Human.  All other races are exotic, scarry, and rarely seen emerging from their hidden enclaves.

7. We will not be using Backgrounds per the rules.  
8. Even though all PC’s are human, you gain an “Ancestry” quality after gaining 1st level.  Choose one from the following chart after gaining 1st level.  
	Ambitious
	Gain one additional Talent at 1st level

	Farsight
	+1 to attacks with ranged weapons

	Magical Adapet
	Gain +1 bonus to spellcasting checks

	Keen Senses
	You gain advantage on Perceptions checks to avoid being surprised

	Mighty
	+1 to attack and damage rolls with a selected melee weapon

	Stealthy
	Advantage on Stealth checks

	Stout
	Gain +2 HP at 1st level.  Roll hit points each level with advantage


9. Select your age per your character concept from 16 to 40 years old.
10. Choose your class after gaining 1st level.  See pages 18 – 25 and the extra handout for Bards and Rangers.  
11. Determine your ability scores.  We will be using set ability scores of: 15, 13, 12, 11, 10, and 8.  Put the ability scores in any order desired.  In addition, the absolute maximum natural ability score a character can achieve is 20 (without magical enhancements).  When your character earns 1st level, they will be granted two (2) “+1’s” they can assign to their statistics.
12. Choose your Alignment from Chaotic, Lawful, or Neutral.  No evil characters.    All characters must be willing to cooperate with the other characters and go on quests.    
13. Select two skills based on your vocation and concept.  If in doubt, roll randomly.  You will gain another skill of your choice when you gain 1st level.  All other skill checks are at disadvantage.  The available skills are:
· Strength: Athletics (Jump, climb, swim, balance, flips, falls)

· Dexterity: Finesse (PP, OL, set traps), Stealth

· Intelligence: Arcana, Lore, Craft X
· Wisdom: Nature Craft (+Ride), Medicine, Perception, Seamanship
· Charisma: Influence, Insight, Perform
14. What do you want out of life?  What is your character trying to accomplish?   What are your long- and short-term life goals?  

15. Equipment: You will start at 0 level and nothing but your cloths.  Don’t roll or select equipment.

16. Beginners Luck: Being 0 level, you can identify and use any equipment and magic items until you gain your first level.  (Including wands, scrolls, and other items.)
17. Hit Points: Being 0-level, you will have Hit Points equal to 1d4 + your CON modifier.  Roll your Hit Points with the group when your character is first introduced in the game. (Note, this is the only time you gain your CON modifier for hit points.)  
House Rules
1. Multiclassing is not used in Shadowdark
2. Training Time:  Will not be used.  A character will go up a level at the direction of the referee. (Milestone leveling.)  
3. Inspiration/Luck:  You can have more than one saved at a time.  They all expire at the end of each session.  

4. Languages:  All characters know the “Human” language.  You may give up a skill to learn an additional language.  
5. Flanking as an optional rule (page 251 DMG) will be used.  However, in this game, it gives the flanking attackers +2 to hit on their attacks.  (Instead of Advantage.)
6. Interpose: As a free action, once a round, a character can interpose themselves between an attacker and a comrade taking damage.  You will take the damage instead of the original targeted PC.  Declaration must be made before damage is stated.  

7. Used Equipment: There is a market for used mundane equipment.  Selling of used equipment yields 25% of its retail price.  Purchasing used equipment is 50% of the retail price.  However, used equipment will be damaged or sub-standard.  In all those cases, these items function at a -1 penalty (when appropriate).  

8. Purchasing & Selling Magic Items: Will need to be done during play.  This is a low-magic game so there is not a lot of it around.  In general, you will need to find an appropriate buyer/seller for the specific item(s).  A Charisma check with an appropriate difficulty depending on the item rarity, size of the town, and other factors, will be needed to find the appropriate person to make the transaction.   
9. Items of Quality: Masterwork and items of Quality are available in this campaign.  These items add bonuses without having the benefit of being magical. 
10. Magic Item identification will be automatic if the party has a way to “identify” items or the appropriate skills.  IE: Somebody in the party has the use and possession of Alchemist tools to identify potions, Detect Magic spell to identify magical scrolls, and permanent magic items. Otherwise, the group will need to find somebody or experiment to determine the qualities of special items that are acquired.  As an additional option, potions can be identified (DC 12 Intelligence Check) by taking a small sip; but if it is cursed or poisoned, the imbiber will be affected.  

11. Crafting Magic Items:  Is a secret that will need to be discovered during play.     
12. Spell Components & Talismans: Spell components are not required unless the component has a value over 100 gp; in those cases, it must be tracked and accounted for. In addition, a cleric must have their holy symbol and a wizard must have their spellbook.  (Neither uses a Gear slot.
13. Roll your Hit Points gained at each level including 1st level.  No re-rolls and you do not add your constitution modifier
14. Shooting into Melee Combat.  We will be using the standard 5E rules; -2 to -5 to shoot into melee combat.  
15. Mixing Potions variant rule will be used (DMG page 140) except for Potions of Healing.  Consuming a potion of healing will not interact with other potions in effect.  
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16. Drinking Potions: Drinking a single potion during combat is a free action. (As long as you have a free hand.)  If you don’t have a free hand, it takes your action.  Consuming more than one potion counts as your action.  The potion(s) will take effect immediately.  
17. There are no Short Rests per the rule set. 
18. Long rest:  You must be in an area of complete safety to gain all the benefits.  (Your home, an Inn, a farmhouse, etc.)  Otherwise, you only gain half your normal spells back (by level, round up) and half your maximum hit points.  (This can take you to your maximum if you are only slightly injured.)  Page 86 for interrupted rest.
19. Critical Hits: are now more brutal. Instead of rolling your damage dice twice, you take the maximum die value one time and roll a 2nd time; then add damage modifiers (sneak attack, magic bonus, etc.)
20. Helping: You can only help a party member with a skill if you have proficiency with the relevant skill
21. Character death:  Occurs when the PC is at 0 HP or less.  They will die in 1d4 rounds + CON modifier (secret roll by DM) unless they receive a DC 12 medicine or Intelligence check DC 15 to stabilize the character.  Each round of pending death, the character can make a DC 20 CON check to self-stabilize.  As an alternative, the character can make a Blaze of Glory: Take one last action immediately with a guaranteed success (roll for possibility of a critical success) but die in the process.  It can be used with the Interpose free action.  
For the first game session, a character automatically dies after being unconscious five or more rounds.  

22. Healing & Fatigue:  If a character revives from unconsciousness (zero hit points), they will gain a level of fatigue until they receive a full night of ath
23. .  Stack another level of fatigue each time the character revives from zero hit points until they get rest.  The result is that if the character revives too many times in a day, they can die from fatigue.  
24. A Torch or quart of lamp oil lasts an hour of game time and takes an equipment slot.  (Hint: darkness can be deadly.)  A candle illuminates a 5’ area; a torch 20’ area, and a lantern 30’ area.  
25. Initiative: You can use your Dexterity or Intelligence modifier to adjust your initiative roll at the start of combat.
26. Darkness rules: If a PC is in complete darkness, they attack at disadvantage, and attacks against them are at advantage.  If the attack comes from outside the sight range of a PC, the attack is at advantage.
27. Exploding damage: If you roll maximum damage with an attack, you may roll that die again and add the results to the original roll.  This can continue until the maximum is no longer rolled.  This makes smaller weapons more deadly.  (Like daggers.)  
28. As a free action, a character can sacrifice their shield to negate all damage that would have been delt to the PC.  This will destroy the shield.
Rule Differences from D&D 5E
· There are no bonus actions or reactions.  You have your movement (before or after your action) and your action.  That is all.  

· No Opportunity Attacks.  Thus, you can run past an opponent without penalty.

· You cannot move through an enemy square.  This is the way to protect those in the back.  

· Diagonal movements count as a single square of movement.

· Taking 10 or 20 for skill checks does not exist in Shadowdark
· Spell Scrolls: Only those with the spell on the scroll in their class spell list can use the spell scroll. 

· Critical Hits:  Per D&D 5E rules, any natural attack roll of a “20” is a critical success.  No need to “back up” the roll.

· Gear: You can carry a number of items equal to your Strength score, or 10, whichever is greater.  Unless noted, all gear besides typical clothing fills one gear slot.  Large or hard to transport items might fill more than one slot.  IE: A great sword fills 2 gear slots.

· Weapon damage: You only add your Stat modifier for attacks.  You do not add your modifier to damage.  Weapon damage is only modified by magic, sneak attack, and special items.    
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Meta-Gaming Notes
· You are expected to know the rules that pertain to your character.  “Know Your Character!”
· Most of the campaign will occur in and around the Village of Saltmarsh.  It is encouraged to develop NPC relationships to enhance your role playing experience.  

· We will primarily be using the Shadowdark rpg rules set modified and inspired by other game systems such as EZ-D6, Tiny Dungeon, DaggerHeart, D&D 5E 2014 edition, and others.  

· Most, if not all beginning characters will die during the first game.  

· Experience & Levels:  PCs will gain a level at the discretion of the referee.  Experience points will not be used. 

· An electronic version of a character sheet is provided for your convenience. 
· After the first adventure, replacement characters will come into the campaign at first level.    
· This campaign is going to be deadly at all levels of play.  (Monster damage will be increased as you go up levels.)   Character death can be quick for Heroes.  Please be prepared with at least one replacement character.
· The referee plans to play the monsters/challenges to the best of their ability.  Since PC’s do not give quarter to monsters, monsters will not give quarter to the characters.
· Magic items will be rare.  Please adjust your treasure expectations.
· It is highly recommended to cover all four character archetypes.  Some encounters cannot be solved otherwise. 
· Most of the game encounters are pre-made modules.  At times, the link or motivation to go on the adventure is weak.  Go with it.  Justify the reason for the adventure yourself and play along with the module.  

Above all else, have fun!  Good Luck!
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