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Star Hero = Introduction

INTRODULCTION

A beginning is the time for taking the most
delicate care that the balances are correct.

—advice from Princess Irulan in Dune,
by Frank Herbert

ver since the australopithecines first looked

up and saw the glittering lights in the night-

time sky, Humans have been fascinated by

space. The vastness of space, with its equally
vast possibilities for other worlds, other forms of
life, and even other people like ourselves, has held
a special place in the Human mind that nothing
has ever dispelled.

With the coming of the technological revolu-
tions of the twentieth century, which made travel
to the Moon and into near space possible, interest
in Science Fiction broadened and deepened.
Thousands of stories, novels, movies, and televi-
sion shows featuring the bizarre aliens, almost
magical devices, and powerful starships of “SF”
became a part not only of American, but world,
culture. Franchises such as Star Trek, Star Wars,
and Doctor Who became icons, known to billions
of people around the planet.

It’s only natural that gamers, many of whom
were interested in Science Fiction long before
they learned what roleplaying games were, would
want to simulate the characters and adventures
of Science Fiction in their campaigns. Some of
the earliest RPGs were Science Fiction games,
and numbered among them are many of the most
popular games in the history of the hobby.

Given the interest in Science Fiction gaming,
it’s only appropriate that the HERO System, a set
of rules unmatched in its flexibility and adapt-
ability to multiple genres, have a book devoted
to the infinite opportunities for adventure the
Science Fiction genre affords. Star Hero is a set of
rules, guidelines, and advice you can use to run
gaming campaigns in the style of your favorite
Science Fiction. In other words, it’s a genre book,
a “guidebook” to the genre of Science Fiction that
shows you how to use the HERO System rules to
create the sort of Science Fiction campaigns and
characters you want — whether they’re like your
favorite Science Fiction fiction, television shows,
and movies, or some idea that’s entirely original
to you.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

Star Hero is designed both for players expe-
rienced with Science Fiction roleplaying and
those who are new to this style and genre of play.
Nothing in these pages is secret or for the GM’s
eyes only, so every reader can read it all the way
through and then decide which portions he wants
to utilize.

Chapter One, Starships, Spacemen, And Bug-
Eyed Aliens: The Science Fiction Genre, describes
the major subgenres of Science Fiction — Hard
Science Fiction, Military Science Fiction, Space
Opera, and so on — with notes about how to
simulate them in HERO System campaigns. It
also discusses common genre elements and “bits”
(such as aliens, hyperspace, and robots), and
applying “meta-genres” such as Comedy, Horror,
or Romance.

Chapter Two, Citizens Of The Galaxy: Char-
acter Creation, covers the subject of creating Star
Hero characters. It contains dozens of Species and
Professional Templates, and a review of the Skills,
Powers, and other elements of the HERO System
as they pertain to Science Fiction PCs.

Chapters Three through Five are a brief tour
through the wonders of astronomy as they relate
to Science Fiction gaming. If you want to know
how to create your own galaxies, star systems,
and planets for your Star Hero campaign, these
chapters show you how — and provide random
generation tables for your use. Chapter Five looks
at Earth’s solar system, both as an example system
and as a possible setting for many Science Fiction
games.

Chapter Six discusses alien life and alien
civilizations. Aliens are one of the most common
and important elements of Science Fiction, and
this section of the book shows you how to create
intriguing, plausible, and just plain fun alien
species and societies for your Star Hero games.
Again, there are random generation tables if you
want to use them.

Chapter Seven, Computers, Blasters, And
Robots: Technology, delves into the all-important
subject of technology in Star Hero. It starts with
general concerns — how to establish a “tech level”
system for your game, how different species’s
technologies might interact — and progresses to
a review of the major categories of technology
found in Science Fiction, with plenty of examples.

ABBREVIATIONS

This book uses the
following abbreviations
to refer to other HERO
System books:

6E1: The HERO System
6th Edition, Volume I:
Character Creation

6E2: The HERO System
6th Edition, Volume II:
Combat And Adventuring

APG: The HERO System
Advanced Player’s Guide

HSB: The HERO System
Bestiary

HSEG: The HERO System
Equipment Guide

HSG: The HERO System
Grimoire

HSMA: HERO System
Martial Arts

HSS: HERO System Skills

HSV: HERO System
Vehicles

Additionally, to avoid clut-
tering the text too much,
this book uses some
abbreviations common to
Science Fiction. The most
common of these is FTL,
which stands for “faster-
than-light” (similarly, STL
is “slower-than-light”).
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The chapter also includes a section on acquiring
technology and establishing prices for it.

Chapter Eight, To Soar Among The Stars:
Starships And Space Stations, covers both those
subjects, plus ground vehicles such as hovercraft
and mecha. It features detailed rules for creating
spacecraft and the like.

Chapter Nine, Yesterday, Today, And Tomorrow:
Time Travel, looks at the intriguing subject of
traveling through time. It discusses theories on
how time travel might work, possible methods, the
perils and pitfalls of influencing the time-stream,
and how to set up a “Time Hero” time travel
campaign.

Chapter Ten, The Powers Of The Mind:
Psionics, discusses the nature and role of mental
powers in Science Fiction generally, and Star Hero
campaigns in particular. It reviews the types of
powers psis tend to possess, their role in society
and the campaign, and other relevant factors. It
includes a look at how to build psionic powers
with the right “flavor” for Science Fiction games,
with plenty of sample powers to get you started.

Chapter Eleven, A Journey Into The Unknown:
Gamemastering Star Hero, offers suggestions
and ideas for creating and running Star Hero
campaigns. It includes information and rules
about common Science Fiction environments,
such as high and low gravity, unusual atmo-
spheres, and the like.

Chapter Twelve, Argos Exploration, contains
some sample characters from Hero Games’s
“Terran Empire” setting — five heroes and five
adversaries. You can use these as starting charac-
ters for your own players, or simply as examples of
ways to build Star Hero PCs. The chapter also has
some “generic” NPC writeups GMs can use.

The book closes with a bibliography of the
authors’ favorite Science Fiction, and other books
of use to Star Hero gamers.

So, get your blaster and your energy sword,
strap into the pilot’s seat, and get ready to fly
out amongst the stars. It’s time for Star Hero
adventure!

Moreso than most games, Science Fiction RPG
campaigns have to pay at least some attention to
scientific reality. You need a certain amount of
verisimilitude, even if it’s just to create realistic-
sounding technobabble, to preserve the feel of the
genre. If the GM starts talking about purple stars,
or gives the wrong size for the Milky Way Galaxy,
the obvious scientific errors may taint players’
enjoyment of the game.

That being said, roleplaying games are ulti-
mately about fun and adventure, not scientific
accuracy. Except for the hardest of Hard Science
Fiction settings and campaigns, a little fudging of
the facts or a few minor mistakes shouldn’t cause
any trouble. Don’t spend so much time worrying
about scientific reality that the game suffers
because of it.

Hero System 6th Edition

Star Hero strives to present just the right level
of scientific realism for good gaming — enough
that players and GMs don’t make ludicrous errors,
but not so much that the players need astronomy
textbooks to figure out what’s going on or start to
question the existence of FTL drives. Throughout
this book, you’ll find plenty of suggestions and
ideas on when, and when not, to use “real science”
Where necessary, the book presents rules for
simulating “realistic” activity, but in some cases
those rules are slightly tweaked or fudged to make
them easier to use in play. If you know enough to
spot the technical inaccuracies, and to be bothered
by them, you probably know enough to fix them
for yourself.

For example, beginning on page 218, you'll find
rules for “realistic” acceleration and movement
in space. While these rules are a lot more realistic
than the standard HERO System movement rules,
they're still not truly “realistic” A truly realistic
movement system would involve acceleration
per Segment per Segment, requiring 1440m of
movement per Turn to achieve 1 G of acceleration.
That's reaching the point where there’s too much
work involved; it begins to slow down and hinder
the flow of the game. If you really want that level
of detail, you can make the necessary changes
to the rules, but the average gamer does just fine
with the “more realistic, but not totally realistic”
system.

Another good example of stressing play-
ability over “realism” can be found in the rules for
gravity. The rules on page 238 set a rate of 5 STR
Telekinesis to equal one gravity (1 G) worth of
“pull” (an arithmetic progression), even though
the lifting capacity of STR doubles for every 5
points (a geometric progression). This works
better for gaming because it’s easy to remember,
allows for a fairly broad range of effects for gravitic
weapons, and works more like a Grab would when
it comes to determining how characters cope with
high gravity. But it’s easily changed if the GM
prefers more “realism.”

On a related point, the results provided by
the random tables in Chapters Three through Six
should be taken as guidelines. No random system
can account for every variable in the universe, so if
you find the outcome not agreeing with what you
want, make whatever adjustments you need.

This book was written in mid-2011, and the
scientific facts it presents reflect what was known
to astronomers as of about that time. Since new
discoveries are being made every day, it’s entirely
possible that scientists’ views of the universe will
change after this book is printed. But the odds are,
if you're aware of the differences, you also know
enough to account for them in your game in a
logical yet fun way.
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“| offer a toast.

The undiscovered
country... the future.”

—Chancellor Gorkon
quotes Shakespeare

in Star Trek VI: The
Undiscovered Country

He looked gravely at
Arthur and said, “I'm
a great fan of science,
you know.”

—Slartibartfast talks
with Arthur Dent in
The Hitchhiker’s
Guide To The Galaxy,

by Douglas Adams

Space... the final
frontier. These are the
voyages of the star-
ship Enterprise. /s
five-year mission: to
explore strange new
worlds... to seek out
new life and new civi-
lizations... to boldly
go where no man has
gone before!

—the opening
of the television
series Star Trek

Hero System 6th Edition

WHAT 15
SCIENCE FICTION?

efore you can think about the different

subgenres and elements of Science Fiction,

you have to define what Science Fiction

is, or else the vastness of the topic makes
meaningful discussion (and game creation)
impossible. There are probably as many definitions
of Science Fiction as there are readers and writers
of it. The author and critic Damon Knight once
famously defined it as “Whatever were pointing
to when we say, ‘that’s Science Fiction.” Since Star
Hero is a roleplaying game, not a critical study of
Science Fiction as a genre, this chapter tends to
agree with Knight’s definition. But regardless of
that there are certain major elements and themes
that tend to pervade Science Fiction and shape
how gamers think of it. Those elements include:

The Future

While it’s certainly possible for a Science
Fiction story to be set in the modern day, or
even the past (“A long time ago in a galaxy far,
far away..”), the vast majority of Science Fiction
takes place in the future. Sometimes this is the
near future — the next few decades or centuries
— while at other times stories are set dozens or
hundreds of millennia from the present. Some
prolific authors, such as Robert Heinlein and
Larry Niven, have created vast “future histories”
of their settings, often covering hundreds or thou-
sands of years of fictional time.

In many cases the degree of “future-ness” of a
Science Fiction setting depends on its subgenre.
For example, Low Science Fiction and Cyberpunk
stories tend to occur in the next few decades or
centuries, whereas the technological wizardry
of Space Opera is often made more palatable by
setting those stores many hundreds or thousands
of years from now.

Science And High Technology

High technology, and the science that makes
it possible, are a central element in many Science
Fiction stories... or if not, they enable the char-
acters to do whatever it is they want to do, or go
where they need to go. Ray guns, starships, robots,

computers, antigravity belts, and uncounted
thousands of other devices parade through

the pages and across the screens of Science
Fiction, enthralling readers and viewers with the
possibilities.

In many ways it can be said that Science
Fiction is a literature about Humanity’s relation-
ship with science and technology, though it often
occupies an uneasy ground between pure fantasy
and pure realism. Only the hardest of Hard
Science Fiction stories attempt to be truly realistic
and scientifically accurate; the rest involve, to a
greater or lesser degree, scientific and techno-
logical principles that violate the laws of physics
as they’re known today. What sets Science Fiction
apart from Fantasy is that in general, the fantastic
elements in a Science Fiction story are at least
possible — they may not exist yet, but they could
exist at some future time, perhaps. They’re justi-
fied, however tenuously, by some degree of scien-
tific plausibility. Often this means little more than
abundant use of “technobabble,” but even then the
principle holds: the appeal is to science, however
unlikely or bogus, rather than magic or the super-
natural. Many a Science Fiction setting adheres
rigorously to the fictional scientific/technological
framework created to sustain the story(ies) that
take place there — witness, for example, the exten-
sive “Technical Manuals” written to illustrate and
explain the “science” behind Star Trek’s starships
and weapons.

Science Fiction stories set on Earth are of
course possible, and often quite entertaining (see
Earthbound Science Fiction, below, for further
discussion), but most Science Fiction takes place
in outer space and/or on alien worlds — whether
those “alien worlds” are just nearby neighbors
like Mars and Venus, or bizarre planets in distant
galaxies. The infinite possibilities of space offer
equally infinite possibilities for storytelling.

In some cases space or an alien world itself in
effect become “characters” in a story... or at least
“enemies” that the heroes must overcome if they’re
to triumph and survive.
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SCIENCE FICTION
ELEMENTS

esides the core definitional elements of the

future, high technology, and space, certain

elements, themes, features, and tropes —

or “bits,” in gamer parlance — occur from
setting to setting in Science Fiction stories regard-
less of subgenre. They include:

ALIENS

To either side of the street, now, the shacks
and small shops, built of slate and split dried
seaweed stalks, pressed ever closer, and

the life clotted more thickly about them.

Human children, grimed and ragged, played

in the street with near-featureless Capella-
anthropoids, young, immature Carnegie Twelve
Armadillos, Martian frog-children. Hundreds of
small Portman multipedes darted underfoot like
lizards; most of them would be killed by their

parents for reasons never quite understood by
men. Yellowbirds — ostrich-like bipeds with
soft yellow scales — strode quietly through the
crowd, heads raised high, eyes rolled up. Like a
parade of monsters in a dipsomaniac’s delirium
passed the population of Sclerotto City.

—Magnus Ridolph encounters many
types of aliens on Sclerotto Planet in
“The Unspeakable McInch,” by Jack Vance

Although sentient species from worlds other
than Earth aren’t required for Science Fiction —
some classics, such as Dune, feature no aliens at
all — they exist in most Science Fiction settings.
They range from species identical to Humans in all
but superficial ways (odd bumps or ridges on the
head, unusual skin tones, weird alien customs), to
species so different from Life As We Know It that
Humans can barely relate to or interact with them
(energy beings, psionic life-forms, silicon-bodied
aliens).

Some Science Fiction settings feature only
one or two alien species; others, including most
Space Opera universes, feature hundreds or
thousands of them. In either case, their purpose
in the story is often to provide the author with a
chance to comment on “the Human condition,”
or to cast some Human custom into stark relief by
comparing and constrasting it with alien practices.

In Star Hero campaigns, alien species provide
players with the chance to try something different,
and to dive into some unusual roleplaying
experiences.

For more on creating aliens and alien civiliza-
tions, and the roles they play in Star Hero stories,
see Chapter Six.

BIG DUMB OBIJECTS

| myself have dreamed up an intermediate step
between Dyson spheres and planets. Build a
ring 93 million miles in radius — one Earth
orbit — which would make it 600 million miles
long. If we have the mass of Jupiter to work
with, and if we make it a million miles wide, we
get a thickness of about a thousand meters. The
Ringworld would thus be much sturdier than a
Dyson sphere.

There are other advantages. We can spin it
for gravity. A rotation on its axis of 770 miles/

second would give the Ringworld one gravity
outward. We wouldn’t even have to roof it over.
Put walls a thousand miles high at each rim,
aimed inward at the sun, and very little of the air
will leak over the edges. ...

The thing is roomy enough: three million times
the area of the Earth. It will be some time before
anyone complains of the crowding.

—Larry Niven explains ringworlds in
his essay “Bigger Than Worlds”

“Big dumb object” is a genre term for gigantic
artifacts found in space or on planets. The best
known examples include the Ringworld (depicted
in Larry Niven’s novel of the same name) and
Dyson spheres, but plenty of others exist. They’re
a staple of Planetary Romance and some Space
Opera settings; they’re perfect for exploration-
oriented adventures. For more information on
them, see pages 28, 126, and 244.

&
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BLASTERS

She landed face-to-face with the man below, his nerve disruptor held
casually at the level of her waist. His eyes widened as he saw her
stunner. Here the Barrayaran custom of all-male crews on warships
paid her, for he hesitated just a fraction of a second to shoot a woman.
In that fraction she fired first. He slumped heavily over her, head
lolling on her shoulder. Bracing, she held him as a shield before her.

Her second shot laid out the next guard as he was bringing his
disruptor to aim. The third guard got off a hasty burst that was
absorbed by the back of the man she held, although the nimbus of it
seared the outer edge of her left thigh. The pain of it flared scream-
ingly, but no sound escaped her clenched teeth. With a wild berserker
accuracy that seemed no part of herself, she felled him too, then
looked frantically around for a place of concealment.

—~Cordelia Naismith wins a blaster fight in
Shards Of Honor, by Lois McMaster Bujold

If you're in a setting with advanced technology,

what fun is it to shoot at people using weapons
based on gunpowder and bullets? It’s a lot more

in tune with the genre to use an energy pistol that
fires a brightly-colored bolt of energy. Generically
known as “blasters” (or, in earlier Science Fiction,

“ray guns” or “death rays”), these weapons crop
up, in an infinity of shapes, sizes, and explana-
tions, in most Science Fiction settings. Examples

include the phasers of Star Trek, Han Solo’s blaster

(and Chewbacca’s bowcaster), and the laser- or
plasma-based weapons found in many stories.
See pages 32 and 190 for more about blasters.

0Ild Man Mose himself occupied the entire
circular wall of the giant office. His multitu-
dinous eyes winked and glared coldly. His
multitudinous memories whirred and hummed.
His mouth, the cone of a speaker, hung open in
a kind of astonishment at human stupidity. His
hands, the keys of a multiflex typewriter, poised
over a roll of tape, ready to hammer out logic.
Mose was the Mosaic Multiplex Prosecution
Computer of the District Attorney’s Office, whose
awful decisions controlled the preparation,
presentation, and prosecution of every police
case.

—computers take Humans’ place in the justice
system in The Demolished Man, by Alfred Bester

Multivac had no particular home any longer. It
was a global presence knit together by wire,
optical fiber, and microwave. It had a brain
divided into a hundred subsidiaries but acting as
one. It had its outlets everywhere and no human
being... was far from one.

—Isaac Asimov describes an Internet-like
supercomputer in “The Life And Times Of Multivac”

“I simply maintain that computers are more
efficient than human beings. Not better.”

—Science Officer Spock to Dr. McCoy in
“The Ultimate Computer” episode of Star Trek

Hero System 6th Edition
CLONES

The hatch opened. The young man they had
seen on the screen came out with one athletic
twist and leaped down onto the shaky dust
and clinkers of Libra. Martin shook his hand,
but Pugh was staring at the hatch, from which
another young man emerged with the same
neat twist and jump, followed by a young
woman who emerged with the same neat
twist, ornamented with a wriggle, and a jump.
They were all tall, with bronze skin, black hair,
high-bridged noses, epicanthic folds, the same
face. They all had the same face. The fourth was
emerging from the hatch with a neat twist and
Jjump. “Martin Bach,” said Pugh, “we’ve got a
clone.”

“Right,” said one of them, “we’re a tenclone. John
Chow’s the name.[”] ...

Martin did not answerl.] It was hard to talk to
them. The same faces, each with the same
expression of intelligent interest, all leaned
toward him across the table at almost the same
angle. They all nodded together. ...

Within five E-days, the Johns had all their mate-
rial and equipment unloaded and operating, and
were starting to open up the mine. They worked
with total efficiency.

—the benefits and difficulties of working with clones
are the subject of “Nine Lives,” by Ursula K. LeGuin

The idea of creating a carbon-copy of a living
being is not a new one, but it’s seen new life in
Science Fiction in recent decades with the advance
of Human genetic science. Now that doctors
can viably clone advanced mammals, and some
talk about cloning Humans, the concept has
even more relevance for Star Hero campaigns.

A character could create a clone of himself or
another person for many purposes: artificial
immortality (surgeons transplant the character’s
brain from healthy body to health body over the
centuries); crime (the character fakes his own
death, or creates an alibi, using the clone); trade (a
Human with special abilities might be duplicated
as an item of commerce, or a dissolute species
might create custom-designed sex-slaves for

sale); improved work efficiency (a group of clones
making a perfect “project team”), or warfare
(armies of cloned soldiers solve all your recruiting
problems). See page 197 for more on creating
clones in the HERO System.

COMPUTERS

Computers — thinking and calculating
machines — have been a feature of Science Fiction
from the genre’s earliest days. From the helpful
ship’s computer of Star Trek, to the dangerously
unbalanced HAL in 2001: A Space Odyssey, to
tiny computers built into characters’ clothing,
Science Fiction writers have explored how
computers and people might interact in the future.
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Given their prevalence in twenty-first century
Earth society, computers have become an even
more common, and powerful feature of the genre;
some subgenres, such as Cyberpunk, can't really
exist without computer as a plot element.

In the HERO System, characters build
computers using the rules on 6E2 183. Page 193 of
this book has further information.

EXPLORATION

Going into space is partly about “what’s out
there” — the Human desire to go further, to see
what’s beyond the horizon, to discover something
new. Science Fiction characters have an entire
Universe to explore, full of wonders and dangers,
and wanting to go out there and experience them
is one of the strongest motivating factors in the
genre.

It’s also a great hook for a Star Hero GM to
use. Most PCs can't resist the lure of exploration
any more than characters in fiction can, especially
when there’s the possibility of profit lurking out
there. Entire campaigns can even be constructed
around the adventures of a group of explorers.

FIRST CONTACT

One of the enduring favorite story types in
Science Fiction is the “first contact” story, where a
group of Humans first encounters an alien species.
This might be Humanity’s very first contact with
any type of alien at all, or it could merely be first
contact with a species Humans simply haven't
met yet despite years of being part of the galactic
community. In either case, the possibilities for
intrigue, espionage, comedy, and even romance
are nearly limitless.

In a gaming context, a first contact makes for a
great adventure. It’s not the sort of scenario most
GMs want to run more than once, but it’s a fun
discrete episode in a long-running campaign.

GALACTIC EMPIRES

In many Science Fiction settings, particularly
Space Operas, the dominant (or a dominant)
form of government is the “galactic empire” — a
large entity spanning multiple star systems (or
even galaxies), and typically ruled over by a
single Emperor, tyrant, Senate, Council, or other
person/institution. First featured prominently in
Isaac Asimov’s Foundation novels, the galactic
empire has become a feature of many Science
Fiction stories. It may not always be an empire,
exactly — the Federation of Star Trek isn’t one —
but any large, multi-stellar government usually
fits this theme. See pages 169 and 316 for more
information.

Sam: There are lots of hungry people in the
world, Mal, and none of them are hungry
because we went to the Moon. None of them
are colder and certainly none of them are
dumber because we went to the Moon.

Mallory: And we went to the Moon. Do we really
have to go to Mars?

Sam: Yes.

Mallory: Why?

Sam: ‘Cause it’s next, ’Cause we came out of
the cave, and we looked over the hill and we
saw fire; and we crossed the ocean and we
pioneered the west, and we took to the sky.
The history of man is hung on a timeline of
explorations and this is what’s next.

—Sam Seaborn explains one of the
profound truths of Human existence in
The West Wing episode “Galileo”

Jean-Luc Picard: Mirasta Yale?

Mirasta Yale: Yes?

Deanna Troi: Please don’t be alarmed at our
appearance.

Picard: My name is Jean-Luc Picard. This is my
associate, Deanna Troi.

Yale: What are you...?

Troi: We come from a federation of plaents.
Captain Picard is from a planet called Earth
which is over 2,000 light-years from here.
I’'m from another planet called Betazed.

Picard: We’ve been monitoring your progress
toward warp drive capability. When a society
reaches your level of technology, and is
clearly about to initiate warp travel, we feel
the time is right for first contact,

[Later, Picard speaks with
Chancellor Avel Durken]

Picard: Chancellor, there is no starship mission
more dnagerous than that of first contact.
We never known what we will face when we
open the door on a new world — how we
will be greeted, what exactly the dangers
will be.
—from the Star Trek: The Next
Generation episode “First Contact”

The First Galactic Empire had endured for

tens of thousands of years. It had included all
the planets of the Galaxy in a centralized rule,
sometimes tyrannical, sometimes benevolent,

always orderly. Human beings had forgotten that
any other form of existence could be.

—from the Prologue to Second
Foundation, by Isaac Asimov
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The idea [is] this: Present-day physics poses

a limit on the speed of an interstellar vehicle.
The ships we send to distant stars will be

on one-way journeys, at least at first. They

will have to carry a complete ecology; they
couldn’t carry enough food and oxygen in tanks.
Because they will take generations to complete
their journeys, they must also carry a viable
and complete society. Clearly we’re talking
about quite a large ship, with a population in the
hundreds at least[.]

—Larry Niven discusses the multi-generation
starship in his essay “Bigger Than Worlds”

“Almost 200 years ago, the planet of New
Hartsdale declared themselves a mutagene
world and closed off all direct contact with the
Gallimaufry. Their declared intent was to create
a “group mind.” They succeeded, but only after
reducing their entire population down to one
“perfect” genotype. The group mind named
itself “PSmith.””

—Buck Godot first encounters the hive-
mind Human race PSmith in the comic book
Buck Godot: PSmith, by Phil Foglio

Hero System 6th Edition

GENERATION SHIPS

Writers unwilling to invent FTL flight (or
similar rubber science methods of rapid travel) for
their settings still need a way to get Humans off
Earth and out to new planets where they can meet
aliens and have adventures — even though the trip
would take many Human lifetimes. In some cases,
travelers use suspended animation, but a more
interesting device is the generation ship, a vessel
large enough, and properly equipped, to house
multiple generations of Humans as they live,
have children, and die en route to their ultimate
destination.

Stories involving generation ships usually go
one of two ways. First, the story can focus on
the ship itself — life aboard it, things it encoun-
ters, how people react to the end of the journey.
Second, it can feature an FTL ship (often one
invented by the same species that launched the
generation ship centuries ago) discovering the
generation ship, and what happens thereafter.
Either situation would make for a fascinating Star
Hero campaign or adventure.

For more on generation ships, see page 223.

In many Science Fiction universes and stories,
there’s at least one species — often an insectile
one — with a “hive mind” that psionically links
all members of the species. This has some decided
benefits (such as instantaneous communication
and sharing of knowledge), but also some draw-
backs (“individuals” treated as disposal elements
of the greater “overmind”). Often hive mind char-
acters appear in stories dealing with issues of free
will and self-identification.
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In HERO System terms, hive mind species
typically have Mind Link with each other, bought
to cover interstellar distances. An occasional
variant is a species built as a single individual with
massive amounts of Duplication.

HYPERSPACE

In the final decade of the twenty-first century,
men and women in rocket ships landed on the
moon. By 2200 AD they had reached the other
planets of our solar system. Almost at once
there followed the discovery of hyperdrive,
through which the speed of light was first
attained and later greatly surpassed. And so at
last mankind began the conquest and coloniza-
tion of deep space.

—from the opening monologue
of Forbidden Planet

| was still thinking about monsters in hyper-
space. The lovely thing about that hypothesis
was that you couldn’t even estimate a prob-
ability. We knew too little.

—Beowulf Shaeffer ponders a solution to the
mystery of some disappearing starships in
“The Borderlands Of Sol,” by Larry Niven

Rather than trying to distort science too much
by making physical FTL travel possible, some
Science Fiction writers create an alternate dimen-
sion, hyperspace, that starships can enter and
travel through at faster-than-light velocities. In
some cases, hyperspace allows physical objects to
achieve FTL speeds impossible in normal space; in
other cases, it acts as a “shortcut” that allows rapid
journeys from star to star. For more on hyperspace
travel, see page 226.

INVENTIONS

Subsequent authorities have found fault with
the first land ironclads in many particulars, but
assuredly they served their purpose on the day
of their appearance.

—H.G. Wells presages the development of the
tank, and shows its devastating effect on traditional
soldiers and artillery, in “The Land Ironclads”

Science Fiction stories frequently revolve
around the creation of some new, important
invention. This was particularly common in the
early years of the genre, but “invention stories”
remain a part of it to this day. The creation of the
first FTL drive (or something even better) is a
common example; so is a super-weapon capable
of wreaking heretofore unheard-of devastation,
or an all-new power source. Typically the story
deals with the implications of the new technology
and how it might help or harm Humanity... and,
ultimately, what the inventor decides to do with it.

“Strictly speaking, she’s not a robot, she’s a man-made all-
purpose battle weapon! Artificial human evangelion! And the
last chance for humanity....”

—Doctor Ritsuko Akagi introduces Shinji Ikrai to
EVA Unit-01 in Neon Genesis Evangelion

Thanks to the influence of Japanese manga
(comic books) and anime (animated features),
mecha — gigantic, robot-like vehicles with
humanoid or animal shapes — have become
increasingly popular in some types of Science
Fiction in recent years. They’re most common in
Military Science Fiction (since almost by defini-
tion they’re fighting vehicles), but also appear
in some Space Opera settings that have a heavy
militaristic aspect.

THE ORIGIN OF HUMANKIND

The colony was large and well-equipped, and guided by
beings tougher and smarter than humans. It had failed
nonetheless. ... The protectors had died out, leaving a lost
population of Pak breeders to fend for themselves[.] ... The
breeders had mutated. By Phssthpok’s time they showed little
resemblance to the Pak breeder — barring certain changes at
middle agel.]

—Humanity learns that it didn’t arise independently
on Earth but is descended from mutated Pak breeders
in The Ringworld Engineers, by Larry Niven

Many Science Fiction stories have dealt,
directly or indirectly, with the question of
mankind’s origin. For example, the movie 2001: A
Space Odyssey touches on this theme somewhat;
so do some parts of Larry Niven’s “Known World”
cycle, and some episodes of Star Trek. In these
stories, it often turns out that an Elder Civiliza-
tion (page 158) jump-started Humanity, or made
sure it was invested with intelligence, or carried its
genetic material to other worlds (thus explaining
why Humans meet other Humans in other star
systems). The “deep mystery” of how Humanity
evolved the way it did makes an excellent back-
ground element for a Star Hero campaign.

PLEASURE PLANETS

Kalgan first gained fame as the pleasure world of the Galaxy
two centuries before the birth of Hari Seldon. It was a plea-
sure world in the sense that it made an industry — and an

immensely profitable one, at that — out of amusement.

—a description of the pleasure-planet Kalgan
from Second Foundation, by Isaac Asimov

In lots of Science Fiction settings, there’s
a planet... or two... or three serving as “resort
worlds” — the ultimate vacation destination.
Devoted to a non-stop sybaritic lifestyle, these
worlds exist only to please vacationing tourists
with whatever their hearts desire.

13
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In darker Science Fiction settings, “vacation”
activities on these planets often turn out to be
immoral or illegal, but some are just for good-
hearted fun. Inevitably, though, when Our Heroes
arrive, they discover there’s trouble in paradise,
and they have to put a stop to it.

Similar to the pleasure planet, but on a much
smaller scale, is the orbital spa — a space station
where people of every species can go to relax, be
pampered, eat fine meals, and enjoy zero-gravity
sports. But then, of course, there’s a murder
the heroes have to solve, or the isolated station
is attacked by some horror, or something goes
terribly wrong....

PSIONICS

That night at her home in Orado City, Telzey had
an uninvited visitor. She was half asleep when
she sensed a cautious mental probe. It brought
her instantly and completely awake, but she
gave no immediate indication of having noticed
anything. ...

The other psi remained cautious. But the
probing continued, a not too expert testing of
the density of her screens, a search for a weak-
ness in their patterns through which the mind

behind them might be scanned or invaded.

Telzey decided presently she’d waited long
enough. She loosened her screens abruptly,

sent a psi bolt flashing back along the line of
the probe. It smacked into another screen. The
probe vanished. Somebody somewhere probably
had been knocked cold for an hour or so.

—Telzey Amberdon deals with a mental intruder
in “The Telzey Toy,” by James H. Schmitz

The powers of the mind have fascinated
Science Fiction writers for decades, and they
exert a similar attraction on gamers. Some
Science Fiction settings feature low-powered
but intriguing mental abilities (like Gil Hamil-
ton’s telekinetic “arm” in Niven’s short stories);
in others, such as E.E. “Doc” Smith’s “Lensman”
stories, characters have mental powers capable of
laying waste planets and galaxies. See Chapter Ten
for more about psionics in Star Hero.
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ROBOTS AND ANDROIDS

Leela: Are the mechanical men friendly?
The Doctor: Robots don’t have feelings. It's the
people they serve we must hope are friendly.
—The Doctor explains one of the basics of robots
in Doctor Who episode “The Robots Of Death”

The Encyclopedia Galactica defines a robot

as a mechanical apparatus designed to do the
work of a man. The marketing division of the
Sirius Cybernetics Corporation defines a robot
as “Your Plastic Pal Who’s Fun to Be With.”

—from The Hitchhiker’s Guide To
The Galaxy, by Douglas Adams

From the humanoid mechanical men of
Asimov’s Robot series of novels, to the often
oddly-shaped droids of Star Wars, robots (and
the more Human-appearing androids) have been
a feature of Science Fiction since its earliest days.
Sometimes theyre valuable helpers, sometimes
deadly enemies, and in a few cases they even
gain sentience and become heroes. In the HERO
System, they're typically built using the Automaton
rules; see page 196 of this book, and HSB 406-11,
for more information and some examples.

“To build the [Ringworld] at all, they must have
had cheap transmutation — a few tenth-stars
per kiloton — not to mention dozens of other

impossibilities.”

—Louis Wu speculates about the construction
of the Ringworld in Ringworld, by Larry Niven

“Rubber science” is a general term for the
scientific impossibilities that occur frequently
in Science Fiction (particularly Space Opera).
In many cases, the characters and story matter
more than strict scientific or technical accuracy;
much of what occurs in Science Fiction novels
and television shows isn't physically possible (as
early twenty-first century Humans understand
“possible,” anyway). If necessary, a writer can
blithely ignore Science, or develop some pseudo-
scientific principles to explain how things work,
and get on with the business of telling a good
story. See Chapter Seven for more information
and examples.
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SPACE STATIONS AND STARSHIPS

The silvery image of the enemy ship almost
filled the viewer. It showed as a broad,

wide ring encircling a cylindrical axis, like a
mechanical pencil floating inside a platinum
bracelet. A finned craft projected from the
pointed end of the axial section. Angular
letters ran down the axis, totally unlike the
dots-and-commas of Kzinti script.

—the Kzinti first encounter, to their ultimate
sorrow, Humanity in “The Warriors,” by Larry Niven

When Satellite Control called me, | was writing
up the day’s progress report in the Observa-
tion Bubble — the glass-domed office that
juts out from the axis of the space station

like the hubcap of a wheel. It was not really a
good place to work, for the view was too over-
whelming. Only a few yards away I could see
the construction teams performing their slow-
motion ballet as they put the station together
like a giant jigsaw puzzle. And beyond them,
twenty thousand miles below, was the blue-
green glory of the full Earth, floating against
the raveled star clouds of the Milky Way.

—from “Who’s There?,” by Arthur C. Clarke

As common in Science Fiction as aliens, if not
more so, space stations (and their mobile coun-
terparts, starships) are what allow characters to
live, breathe, and travel in the dangerous depths
of outer space. In many Star Hero campaigns,
the characters’ starship or home starbase is as
much an NPC as any shopkeeper or mercenary;
it has its own personality, pecadilloes, and way of
impacting the story. See Chapter Eight for more
information.

TERRAFORMING

Ripley: Why don’t you just check out LV-426?

Van Leuwen: Because | don’t have to. There’ve
been people there for over twenty years and
they never complained about any hostile
organism.

Ripley: What do you mean? What people?

Van Leuwen: Terraformers. Planet engineers.
They go in, set up these big atmosphere
processors to make the air breathable. Takes
decades. It's what we call a “shake and
bake” colony.

—a whole bunch of colonists are
about to die in the movie Aliens

Terraforming is the process by which Humans
make an uninhabitable planet suitable for Human
life. (Of course, aliens can do the same thing, but
the results of “xenoforming” a planet may not
be the same, if the aliens have highly different
physiologies from Humans.) Realistically, it takes
centuries of extraordinary effort, but in Space
Opera settings it may be quite easy. See page 118
for more information.

TIME TRAUEL

“You mean that time travel really is possible? That men
can be transported into the future or the past—"

The other held up a restraining hand. “Yes. Time travel
is possible....”

“But professor! Think what you’re saying! You’re telling
me that I could go back and murder my own grand-
father. That | could prevent myself from being born—"

Again the elder sighed. “I was afraid of this,” he said.
“I knew you could not understand.” He hesitated. Then:
“At any rate, take my word for it that time travel is
possible.”

—from “The Time Mirror,” by C. South

While some Science Fiction settings don’t allow
time travel at all, others feature it frequently. Some
Science Fiction story cycles, most prominently
the Doctor Who television show, depend on it as
their central enabling device. Journeying back
and forth through time raises so many interesting
issues, and creates so many bizarre questions,
that Star Hero GMs willing to put in a little effort
can get a lot of game mileage out of the concept.
See Chapter Nine and Time Travel Hero for more
information.

TRAVEL

Chilke, while barely past the first flush of youth, was
already the veteran of a hundred picaresque adven-
tures. He had traveled the Gaean Reach far and wide,
at every level of the economic ladder.

—Glawen Clattuc enjoys Eustace Chilke’s travel-
stories in Araminta Station, by Jack Vance

Four miles! How ridiculous the distance seemed! How
long would it take the Canopus to tavel four miles? He
doubted if man could measure so short an interval of

time. And how many trillions of miles had he, Robert
Amstrong, traveled in his life? It must have reached a
staggering total by now, for in the last twenty years he
had scarcely stayed more than a month at a time on
any single world. This very year, he had twice made the
crossing of the Galaxy, and that was a notable journey
even in these days of the phantom drive.

—Robert Armstrong contemplates the irony of having to
walk four miles in “A Walk In The Dark,” by Arthur C. Clarke

Travel, like exploration, is a major element in
many Science Fiction universes. Space itself, as
Star Trek reminds us, is “the final frontier” — the
one domain that it's impossible to ever become
totally familiar with. There’s always a strange new
realm to go to, right beyond the next star system,
and many characters can't resist the lure of the
open “road”
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The zaibatsus, Fox
said, the multina-
tionals. The blood

of a zaibatsu is
information, not
peaple. The structure
is independent of the
individual lives that

comprise it. Corpo-
ration as life form.

—corporate extractor
Fox philosophizes
about the mega-
corporations in

“New Rose Hotel,”

by William Gibson

“This is a war.
Governments
run wars. Not

corporations.”

“That’s premillen-
nium talk,” Laura
said. “The world’s
different now.” ...

“Let me get this
straight,” Laura said.
“You're talking about
a corporate army,
without any legal
national backing,
invading sovereign
nations?”

—the characters
confront the reality of
corporate influence in

the Cyberpunk world
in Islands In The Net,
by Bruce Sterling
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SCIENCE FICTION
SUBGENRES

he term “Science Fiction” is broad, encom-

passing many different types of stories,

characters, and settings. In the course of

almost a century as an identifiable genre,
Science Fiction has spawned dozens of popular
subgenres. Some of them are important enough to
rate their own sourcebooks (like Post-Apocalyptic
Hero). The boundaries between them are some-
times fuzzy, and many films, stories, or roleplaying
campaigns fit into two or more subgenres at once.
But for gaming purposes it helps to analyze them
individually.

Cyberpunk arose as a Science Fiction genre
in the Eighties, though some of its elements and
themes first appeared in some form in earlier
stories. Most scholars consider William Gibson’s
novel Neuromancer as the first true Cyberpunk
story, and today that and Gibson’s other novels
remain the primary manifestation of and influence
on the subgenre in the minds of most gamers. But
there’'ve been many other powerful examples of
Cyberpunk and its themes, including the Ridley
Scott film Blade Runner and Neal Stephenson’s
novel Snow Crash to name just two.

Cyberpunk combines features of Dystopian
Science Fiction (in that Human society has at least
partly become much worse), Earthbound Science
Fiction (because the stories typically take place
on Earth in the near future), Low Science Fiction
(because the stories feature relatively “realistic”
technology, rather than blasters, FTL travel, and
aliens), and Hard Science Fiction (to the extent
that they don't violate scientific laws or posit
“impossible” technologies). The subgenre’s name
tells what makes it distinctive. “Cyber” reflects
its fascination with computer networks, virtual
reality, and the accelerating pace of technological
change in the modern world and the near future.
“Punk” indicates a focus on the seamier side of a
world transformed by that technology.

Most Cyberpunk stories study or reflect
the effects of rapid technological/social change
and the possibilities of melding Humans and
machines. The feel is gritty, urban, multicultural,
and rebellious; characters are often outlaws
battling large, impersonal corporations. The arche-

typical Cyberpunk character is the “cyberspace
cowboy” — an elite hacker trained to outwit
sophisticated and deadly countermeasures as
he navigates the data networks to steal valuable
information. Cybered drivers/pilots, as depicted
in such works as Walter Jon Williams’s Hardwired,
are a variant on the hacker. The “samurai” (a
heavily-cybered warrior with an attitude often as
lethal as his weaponry) is also popular; Gibson’s
Molly Millions epitomizes this sort of character.

While “pure” Cyberpunk stories are rarely
written anymore, it's sufficiently robust and
successful as a subgenre to spin off some chil-
dren of its own. These include “biopunk” and
“nanopunk,” which keep the rebellious tone and
urban setting, but shift the focus from computer
piracy and glittering mechanical implants to “gene
hacking” and Humanity altered by genetic engi-
neering or nanotechnology.

For a more detailed look at the Cyberpunk
genre, please see Cyber Hero.

Cyberpunk Elements

Besides the central themes described above,
some of the elements of Cyberpunk include:

CORPORATIONS

In most Cyberpunk settings, national govern-
ments have either collapsed, or effectively been
rendered impotent. The most powerful forces in
the world are megacorporations, which sometimes
seem to de facto rule the world in an almost quasi-
feudal style. Get in good with one and you’ve got
a job and security for life; get on one’s wrong side
and you’ll find your credit burned and corporate
assassins coming after you. Many of these mega-
corporations are Japanese, or Japanese-controlled
(reflecting the fact that Cyberpunk emerged in
the Eighties, when Japan was considered a highly
influential economic powerhouse).

In a gaming context, corporations are the
ultimate villains in Cyberpunk. They manipulate
people not only through consumerism, but by
controlling access to basic resources like power
and water. Many adventures involve stealing
something from a “corp” — valuable data, or even
kidnapping a valued researcher — or interfering
with a corporation’s activities in some way.
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THE CYBERNET

In many Cyberpunk stories, part of the action
takes place in 