
Sirocco

Author's Note

This is a fantasy setting specifically for 
improvisational adventures.  The goal was to 
have a setting that inspired rich story telling, but 
for it to be loose and flexible enough to 
accommodate huge continuity slips without 
getting weird.

Introduction

Sirocco is set in a world called Ard.  Ard is a 
world of treacherous mountains, trackless 
deserts, mysterious jungles, unnavigable seas.  It 
is a world in which whole communities are 
swallowed up or ruins revealed by the shifting 
sands, where mystical islands are lost in the seas 
or revealed by strange mists, where remote 
mountain valleys are accessible one day, but 
blocked by an avalanche the next, where an 
adventurer might find a strange temple in the 
jungle but never find his way back to it again.

All the same, there are ten constant features of 
Ard that give the setting its flavor and tone.

(1) The desert – In the center of Ard, and 
extending an indefinite distance south, is the 
desert.  It has no definite size, and could 
contain any amount of civilizations and 
ancient ruins.  The GM is even free to invent 
areas of the desert as challenges for the 
PCs.  “Crossing the Sahrat-ul-Afuri, the 
desert of dust, of demons, is no mean feat.”

(2) The sea – North of the desert is the sea.  It 
extends an indefinite distance north.  It 
contains countless islands.  The GM is free 
at any time to add islands, straits, Sargasso 
seas, beds of kelp or strange vegetation, etc. 
or to take any of them away.  The sea of 
difficult to navigate and chart and the course 
to a place may be lost or a strange thing new 
thing may be found there.

(3) The great river – East of the desert lies the 
great river.  This is a huge and important 
waterway.  It floods its banks and fertilizes 

fields around it, supporting countless 
villages.  There is a great road that runs 
along the western banks of the river, from 
village to village.  Note that this is the only 
river that is a constant feature, so any other 
rivers in the setting may change during a 
campaign.  Where the river meets the sea, it 
fans out into a vast sea of reeds, grasses 
and bamboo.

(4) The jungle – East of the great river is the 
jungle.  It is incredibly dense, hiding anything 
the GM needs it to hide, ancient ruins, 
hidden civilizations, strange ecosystems, etc. 
The river has it's source, somewhere in the 
jungle.

(5) The mountains – West of the desert, the 
mountains rise up.  The mountains meet the 
sea in high cliffs.  The mountains contain any 
hidden valleys that the GM needs them to 
contain.  The mountains are also the only 
temperate or cold part of Ard.  Everything 
else is tropical islands, deserts, fertile rivers, 
steaming jungles, etc.

(6) The cities – There are three cities in Ard, and 
they are the only settlements of any kind that 
are constant.  Anything else a GM may 
change at a moment's notice.  If there was a 
city of tents surrounding an oasis, the GM 
may forget it is there and when the players 
ask about it, the oasis dried up and the city 
was disbanded.

The three cities are: Bahria, the port city on 
the shores of the sea, between the sea and 
the desert, Jabaltu, the city of scholars deep 
in the mountains, and Taba'id, the metropolis 
on the banks of the great river.  The great 
road that lies west of the river, stretching 
along its length, from Taba'id to Bahria (a 
journey of a month or two).  Nothing but the 
name and general location of these cities are 
constant.  Governments change; businesses 
change; neighborhoods change.  Even the 
name of the currency could be different from 
adventure to adventure.
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(7) The common tongue – Everyone in Ard 
speaks the same language, although 
regional dialects and accents exist.  This 
game isn't about language barriers.

(8) Monotheism – Everyone in Ard believes in 
only one ultimate God.  This game isn't about 
lists of gods.  This is not to say that everyone 
agrees on what God is like.  One cult may 
think that God isn't interested in us, and that 
the physical world was created by the devil 
to trap our souls, but that we can escape to 
reach God again through virtue and 
detachment.  One cult may think that God is 
immediate and kind and created the physical 
world for our pleasure.

When inventing religions and cults for Ard, 
the GM should just name them after their 
founder, so if the founder is named Mahfooz, 
then his followers would be Mahfoozans, and 
their religion would be called Mahfoozanism.

(9) Unusual heritage – Elves and dwarves and 
hobbits and orcs and trolls and etc. are part 
of the setting of Sirocco.  The GM is free to 
add all sorts of unusual ethnicities, whether 
human, elven, dwarvish, orcish, or whatever. 
Probably the best way to name unusual 
ethnicities is to name them binni-[something] 
or ahle-[something], meaning people of that 
thing or person.  For Example: The GM 
needs a race of dwarves, driven from their 
mountain homes by armies of undead.  He 
decides to call them, Ahlel-Majlis-ul-Jabeel 
(people of the mountain council).

(10)Coffee and Mead – Everyone in the setting 
drinks coffee, and many of the people in the 
setting drink wine made from honey.  For an 
added bit of the Sirocco color, call it bunna 
and t'ej (the Amharic words for coffee and 
mead).  Using words from north African 
languages or Semitic languages really adds 
to the feel of Sirocco.

If you're into coffee or mead you could even 
describe the different ways that people in 
different areas drink it.  For example in the 
mountains, people might drink their coffee 
with salty goat butter, or just salt in it.  At the 
great river they might drink their coffee with 
cream and honey.  In the desert they might 

drink it plain and thick.  And there are plenty 
of different types of mead in the world, from 
thin golden honey wine to thick mead.  Plus, 
I like the image of a dwarf delivering a line 
like, “In my uncle’s mountain halls they make 
the t’ej from fermented gold, and it’s a sad 
state of affairs that now, in human lands we 
must drink t’ej made with what comes from a 
bee’s backside.”

Play it Cool Rules

Characters in Sirocco are created normally, with 
12 dice of traits, and 2 dice of flaws.  But there 
are a couple of types of traits that would need a 
bit more explanation.

Armor gets split dice in this setting.  That means 
double the dice and spend them on specific 
characteristics of the armor.  The standard is to 
spend most of the dice on protection, and a few 
dice on craftsmanship.  Protection is the armor's 
ability to protect its wearer from damage. 
Craftsmanship is the armor's ability to withstand 
attacks against its protection.  Because armor 
gets split dice, it also gets flaws, things like noisy, 
heavy, restrictive, hot, cumbersome, etc.  This 
rule makes armor a lot more useful in resisting 
damage than a trait like very tough, but the armor 
will also hamper the character wearing it.

All characters in this setting are human unless 
they pick some trait to represent their inhuman 
heritage.  A +1 in that trait represents some 
inhuman blood.  A +2 represents nearly a full 
blooded member of that other race.  A +3 
represents a full blooded whatever.  Higher rated 
traits represent more rarefied heritage.  For 
Example: Someone who wants to be part elf 
(like a Numenorian) would take Elven +1. 
Someone who wants to be half (like Elrond 
Halfelven) would take Elven +2.  Someone who 
wants to be a full blooded elf (like Legolas) would 
take Elven +3.  Someone who wants to be an 
ancient fairy creature (like Galadrial) would take 
Elven +4 or more.

Any trait that denotes inhuman heritage gets split 
dice.  The dice should be split between those 
things that the character would be good at 
because of its inhuman heritage.  Since split dice 
get extra flaws, pick flaws that would seem 
appropriate for that heritage as well.  
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In Sirocco, elves have grace, meaning beauty, 
and agility beyond mortals.  Elves are also of the 
sands, of the seas, of the woods or of the snows, 
meaning that they do not suffer ill effects from 
these environments, and they can more easily 
hide there.  Elves however, get homesick, or they 
are weakened by evil magic, or weakened by 
cold wrought iron, or weakened by salt.

Dwarves are firm, meaning tougher and more set 
in their purpose than ordinary men.  Dwarves are 
also known for their wealth, their knowledge of 
stonework, and their craftsmanship, which is so 
extraordinary they can spin gold from straw, or 
make food or cloth from stone.  But dwarves are 
often rude, gruff, short, stubborn, or uncouth.

Halflings are keen, meaning keen of eye and ear 
and wit.  They have sharp tongues and even 
sharper arrows and can sling a mean stone. 
Halflings are also easy to overlook, being so 
small and stealthy, and diligent workers.  But 
Halflings are short, love to smoke, and can often 
be gluttonous, or drunk, or pranksters.

Orcs are savage, meaning crude and violent. 
They are also fast, clever, devious, and 
resourceful, even though they may be unrefined, 
foul, ugly, petty or vindictive.

Trolls are fierce, meaning extremely large and 
strong.  Trolls are also known for their ability to 
regenerate, or to eat rocks.  Trolls also often 
have much knowledge of underground places. 
But for all this, trolls are often slow, stupid, ugly, 
brutish, or gullible, and many hate sunlight.

Magic is also part of Sirocco.  Wizards, witches, 
warlocks and magicians get split dice to spend 
on their magics and they must pick flaws 
representing things they had to give up in the 
practice of their arts.  Wizards are known for 
shape changing.  (A shape changing stunt can 
be used to temporarily create another trait with a 
rating equal to the successes on the roll.) 
Wizards can usually sense magic and often have 
unusual allies, knowledge of the future, or 
knowledge of the past, or the ability to talk to 
animals.  Some wizards possess the secrets of 
alchemy or demonology.  Of course wizards can 
often cast spells from different schools, such as 
necromancy, pyromancy, terramancy, 
aeromancy, aquamancy, or nyctomancy.  

For all their power, wizards have always paid a 
price.  They have sacrificed their youth to study, 
being old, or reclusive, or antisocial.  Or a wizard 
may be weak or sickly or may simply be naive or 
unworldly from years spent in libraries and 
observatories.

Priest, clerics, holy men, and mystics also get 
split dice in Sirocco.  Holy men are particularly 
known for healing, for the laying on of hands for 
the instant relief from illness, curse or injury.  But 
they are just as well known for being able to call 
on God's bounty to conjure food, oil, or water or 
simply make these things last longer. Mystics can 
often prophesy, and priests often have authority 
to pass laws and judgments.  Clerics are often 
well educated and can often bless the traits of 
things or people, giving them bonus dice to use 
later on.  Some mystics can perform miracles like 
becoming light enough to walk on water or 
becoming too heavy to move.  

But the religious men and women of Sirocco 
have universally taken vows, perhaps a vow of 
celibacy, or a vow never to draw blood, or a vow 
of poverty or a vow of honesty, or a vow to heal 
the sick, or feed the starving, or protect pilgrims, 
or never harm women.  Some clerics may never 
take up arms, or may not eat certain foods.  A 
cleric might have to remain loyal to his order.  All 
of these are possible flaws to take from split dice.

In Sirocco, clerics cannot change shape and 
wizards cannot heal.

Stunts

When thinking up stunts in a fantasy setting, it 
can be difficult because of habits picked up 
playing other games.  I won't name any names 
but one in particular rhymes with Onions and 
Flagons.  In that game using an ability is just a 
matter of picking it off a sheet.  It's about as 
interesting as moving a chess piece.  Remind 
yourself that you aren't playing that game.  Your 
fighter doesn't strike, he tumbles under his 
enemy's swing, braces himself on the wall behind 
the villain, and thrusts his dagger into his foe's 
kidney.  Think of the things you've seen in Prince 
of Persia games.  Clerics should be awe-
inspiring; wizards, amazing; fighters, cunning; 
and thieves, devious and desperate.
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