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Ashen Stars is a game of mystery and adventure set in a
gritty space opera universe. You play freelance law en-
forcers solving problems for pay in the Bleed, a war-ravaged
frontier of colonized space.

Ashen Stars is a roleplaying game, in which a Game Mode-
rator (GM) and a group of players get together to sponta-
neously weave an ongoing storyline. Each player portrays and
makes decisions for a single fictional character, called a player
character (PC.) In this game, PCs are also called lasers — the
term inhabitants use in the setting to describe freelance law
enforcement officers.

This game book assumes that you are already familiar with
the roleplaying form, including its basic concepts and tech-
niques. If you aren't sure what a roleplaying game is, exactly,
find a friend to explain it to you. Or seek out the thriving
roleplaying game community on the Internet. Find us at
www.pelgranepress.com, and we'll steer you right. We envy
the moments of discovery you'll experience as you begin to
explore this fun, creative and affirming hobby!

Ashen Stars is one of many games from Pelgrane Press to
use the GUMSHOE rules system. GUMSHOE concentrates on
mystery and investigation. It streamlines the process of infor-
mation-gathering so that the players always have the clues
they need to advance the story. The question is not whether
they'll find them, but whether they successfully interpret them
and solve the mystery. While PCs never fail to get information
if they use an appropriate ability and look in the right place
for it, they do face suspenseful situations carrying the poten-
tial of disaster or death when performing other dangerous
tasks. These scenes are resolved using a very simple rules set.

Other GUMSHOE games published so far include:

The Esoterrorists, where you play modern day agents
fighting an international conspiracy intent on thinning the
boundaries between this world and the Outer Dark, a realm
of madness ruled by perverse supernatural creatures.

|

Fear Itself, where you play ordinary people struggling to
survive against the same awful supernatural threats.

Trail of Cthulhu, an authorized adaptation of the classic
Chaosium game Call Of Cthulhu, where you play intrepid
investigators protecting the darkening world of the 1930s
from the madness-inducing gods, cultists and monsters of
H. P. Lovecraft's Cthulhu mythos.

Mutant City Blues, where you play super-powered police
detectives clearing cases in a near-future world where one
per cent of the population mysteriously acquired mutant
abilities.

Razed, in which the survivors of a strange apocalypse ac-
quire the information they need to survive amid civilization's
ruins.

This book breaks down as follows:

All the Justice Credits Can Buy kicks it off with a brief
introduction to the premise and setting. It gives the players
the basic information about the universe they'll need when
creating their characters.

The Seven Peoples provides simple descriptions of the
sentient species (including humans) players can choose from
when creating their characters.

What You Can Do gets players started in the character
creation process. It allows them to choose their positions
in the laser crew and then the additional abilities that make
them unique.

Drives lists the motivations that propel characters into the
storylines and keep them acting like heroic, if slightly scuf-
fed-up, space opera protagonists. Each player chooses one.

GUMSHOE Rules, unsurprisingly, lays out the resolution
systems for mystery-solving and for other exciting actions.
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Starships covers interstellar vehicles, including combat rules
for clashes between ships.

Tech describes the items of advanced technologies the cha-
racters rely on during their adventures, from disruptor pistols
to gene-shifting viroware.

The Feed and the Bleed goes into greater depth on the
setting, including prevailing political circumstances, the
structure and history of the interstellar empire, burgeoning
belief systems, and the mysteries of the menacing and appa-
rently departed alien enemy, the Mohilar.

On the Contract details the business of being a laser, from
contract terms to rates of compensation.

Worlds Are Stories shows GMs how to detail and popu-
late the worlds of the Bleed. Ashen Stars provides you with
as much setting detail as you're likely to find a comparably-
sized core rules book. That said, it does so as a departure
point only. It gives you the tools to develop and enrich your
version of its science fiction setting as you go, on the same
episode-by-episode basis the writers of a space opera TV
series would use. You and your players organically create the
Bleed to arise to the story needs of your central characters.
You do this without locking yourself into a predigested set-
ting bible that minutely details, worlds, economies, stellar
distances, planetary ecologies, lists of space stations, and in-
depth profiles of NPCs who are more important than your
crew.

Running the Bleed supplies tips and techniques for GMs.

The book concludes with a sample episode, The Witness
Of My Worth, in which the lasers respond to a distress call
from a survey team on a war-ravaged planet.

When you play Ashen Stars, it becomes your game,
not ours. Data Readouts may suggest ways to mo-

dulate the frequency of your game to suit the tastes
of a particular group.

Throughout the text you'll find two sets of sidebars,
separated from one another by distinctive graphic
treatments.

Standard sidebars contain asides and rules bits that
are best understood when pulled from the main text.
To see what a standard sidebar looks like, see p. 6.

Data Readout sidebars, styled like this one here,
provide you an inside look at the game’s intentions.
They directly explain its creative choices so you can
see what we're setting out to accomplish.




hey call you Lasers. Or scrubbers, regulators, or, out in

the Scylla Outzone, shinestars. To the lawless denizens
of the Bleed, whether they be pirates, gangsters or tyrants,
you're known in less flattering terms. According to official
Combine terminology, the members of your hard-bitten
starship crew are known as Licensed Autonomous Zone
Effectuators. You're the seasoned freelancers local leaders
call when a situation proves too tough, too baffling, or
simply too weird to handle on their own. In the abandoned
fringe of inhabited planets known as the Bleed, you're as
close to a federal authority as they come.

Sometimes that's not saying much. Nearly any planetsi-
der can tell you a horror story of effectuators gone wrong.
Motivated by profit and operating on razor-thin margins,
laser crews are all too tempted to cross the line, to become
the kind of scum they're paid to hunt. You may despise
the crooked contractors who give your profession a bad
name and make it harder to win the trust of honest citi-
zens. Or you might be hanging on the edge of corruption
yourselves. However deep your ethical commitments, you
struggle to maintain at least the appearance of a sparkling
reputation. The value of your next contract depends on it.

The Bleed wasn't always the untamed fringe it is today.
Less than a generation ago, it was the glamorous frontier
of an interstellar, culture-spanning government dedica-
ted to peace, understanding, and self-determination. The
Combine, an amalgamation of interstellar empires foun-
ded two centuries ago, had achieved its apex. With huma-
nity at the forefront, its united peoples expanded throu-
ghout the dense belt of solar systems then known as the
Wave. Sleek, generously manned star vessels patrolled its
FTL corridors, keeping the peace, confronting anomalies,
and solving problems. Shielded by their universal ideology
of cooperation, the peoples of the Wave slumbered safe
in their beds.

Then came the Mohilar War. For the first time in a century,
the Combine faced an enemy strong enough to threaten

its very existence. The Mohilar arose suddenly, on pla-
nets throughout Combine space, which were thought to
be uninhabitable. Due to a bizarre psychic effect dubbed
the Bogey Conundrum, memories of the Mohilar race
have grown indistinct and contradictory, even though the
last of them vanished less than a decade ago. What they
did is remembered all too well. Mastering a strange and
incompatible material technology, they roused vast war
fleets, attacking without warning or mercy. They rampaged
through Combine space. The atmospheres of its core pla-
nets, including Earth, were irreparably poisoned. Billions
of civilians died, on both sides. Industrial production flat-
lined, provoking economic collapse in a society that had
transcended the need for currency. The Combine’s glitte-
ring fleets of patrol vessels, pressed into unfamiliar service
as military ships, were largely destroyed.

Seven years ago, the war ended. After suffering a surprise
defeat in a decisive last-ditch engagement at Myndaro
Station, the Mohilar abruptly vanished. Fears of their re-
turn remain high. In the meantime, a reconstituted, de-
centralized Combine has begun the tortuous process of
rebuilding its economy, government, and war fleet.

Barely able to administer its surviving core worlds, the
Combine has abandoned central control over its far-flung
frontiers. More than any other sector, the once-proud
Bleed has been left largely on its own. Combine vessels
venture here only in direst emergency—usually to inves-
tigate signs of a possible Mohilar resurgence. The Bleed’s
various planets are now essentially autonomous, though
united by a common currency and various economic and
cultural ties.

The old duties of Combine patrols are now outsourced to
private contractors like you.

You may cruise around the spacelanes waiting to respond
to emergency distress calls. This activity, known as “swoo-
ping”, is looked down on by higher-end lasers, who pick
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and choose their missions. Through this procedure, a dis-
tress call is routed through a Combine outpost. The out-
post then sends a proffer to all registered laser ships within
hailing range. Each ship bids on the contract. The Combine
authorizes the winner to proceed to the site of the call and
solve whatever problem the locals report. The bid system
takes into account the reputations of the bidding vessels,
giving the scrubbers incentive to keep it honest. Or what
passes for honest in the Bleed.

WHAT you oid 1 ThE
we

Sooner or later, players will want to establish what their
PCs did during the war. You might choose to start with
this decision and envision your character around it, or find
a likely answer after establishing other facts about your
laser, for example crew position, species, and or drive. Your
wartime activities might explain how you gained the trai-
ning that made you the ultra-competent problem-solver
you are today. The list is not exclusive; players are free to
find answers that don't appear on it.

= Fought the Mohilar as a member of the Combine
fleet

NOCKET TIMELINE
It is the year 2468.
7 years ago, in 2461, the Mohilar War ended.
17 years ago, in 2451, the Mohilar War began.

206 years ago, the Combine formed, in the
halcyon year 2262.

276 years ago, in the wondrous and awful year of
2192, humanity encountered its first sentient
alien species, the tavak, and promptly went to
war with them.

330 years ago, in 2138, humankind discovered the
secrets of faster-than-light travel and began to

colonize other planets.

A detailed history starts on p. 157.

\_ /

= Fought planetside as an infantry soldier or officer in
Combine forces

> Fought in local militia

= Fought Mohilar invaders as irregular or partisan

= Saw action while serving in non-combat or sup-
port role, for example as medical officer or military
policeman

= Served as civilian in Combine administration; posi-
tions might range from high (Assembly Command)
to low (local government in a Bleed backwater)

= Bribed or finagled your way out of military service

= Called up for duty but granted conscientious objec-
tor status

= Deemed medically unfit for military service

= Imprisoned as a criminal or deserter

= Served war effort as scientific researcher, deve-
loping anything from weapons to new battlefield
cures

= Spent the war hospitalized for a debilitating but
now-cured condition, physical or mental, possibly
caused by Mohilar bioweapons

= Too young to fight (and are therefore a young adult
today)

= Trained to fight, but stationed planetside in obscure
location and saw no action

= Worked as civilian in a crucial industry

= Was a swirling energy being untethered from
limited notions of space, time and causation (stan-
dard answer for all Vas Mal.)

LAEATING UOUR CREIN

As the group invents the player characters who star in its
Ashen Stars series, you'll be referencing various chapters
of this book. GUMSHOE character creation is a collabora-
tive effort of the entire group. The process breaks down
into eight steps.

One: Choose Species

Refer to “The Seven Peoples”, starting on p. 15, to de-
cide which of the major spacefaring races your character
hails from:

= The eerily beautiful, nature-loving, emotion-fearing
balla.

= The cybes, former humans radically altered by
cybernetic and genetic science.
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The Ashen Stars setting pursues a balance between the new and the recognizable that is essential to successful space
opera roleplaying.

Nods to beloved genre themes and imagery provide players with the baseline of familiarity they need to orient them-
selves. Keying from these elements, they can make reasonable guesses about the sorts of actions their characters ought
to be taking when faced with the game’s mysteries and challenges. On top of this necessary accessibility we layer oftbeat
elements to keep the experience fresh and a little bit strange. For example, wetware and cyberware technology are not
commonly thought of as space opera elements, because they entered the SF lexicon generations relatively recently.
Their pervasive use in this setting adds an outward dash of alien-ness to even its human characters.

In dusting the enjoyably familiar with a thin coat of strangeness, were helping you follow today’s most common and
effective pop culture strategy. The most successful properties dare to be simple. They drink deep from the well of classic
storytelling. They put just enough of a spin on their time-honored devices to let us see past their debt to what has gone
before. Call it the willing suspension of originality.

We might smirk when we spot a borrowed or repurposed element summoned from the space opera collective
consciousness. It is a weird duality of the geek tribe that we relentlessly condescend to the entertainment we none-
theless love.

Deprive us of our genre touchstones, however, and we feel confused or cheated. In roleplaying we especially need these
shared assumptions; they’re the building blocks, the shorthand, from which collaborative narrative springs.

The setting earns its homages by commenting on the themes of the genre. Most notably, its core theme is the conflict
between utopianism and bitter reality, and who we become when we have to choose between the two.

Within any given group you'll find different levels of attraction to core genre elements. GMs can adjust their portrayal
of the Ashen Stars setting to match their responses. This is a tricky and ongoing process. Some players think in genre
tropes. A few really want a wholly unfamiliar world. Most think they want more originality than they really do. For a
group with avowedly classical tastes, you can throw in constant, thinly disguised hat tips to classic TV shows and mo-
vies. In other groups you might need to scrub out anything that seems like a reference or recapitulation of something

they already know.

Two: Assign Crew Packages

= The durugh, hunched, furtive ex-enemies of the ...
Combine who can momentarily phase through solid
matter.

= The humans, adaptable, resourceful, and numerous.
They comprise the majority of a typical laser crew.

= The kch-thk, warrior locust people who migrate to
new bodies when their old ones are destroyed.

= The armadillo-like tavak, followers of a serene

As seen on p. 28 most lasers fulfill at least one role warp-
side (on the ship), plus at least one role while breaking
cases groundside (on the various planets you visit.) Du-
ring this step the players parcel out these responsibilities
between them. Crew packages give you the basic abilities
you need to perform these tasks:

warrior ethic. = Warpside: Communications, Pilot, Strategic Coordina-
= The vas mal, former near-omniscient energy beings tor, Systems, Weapons

devolved by disaster into misshapen humanoid = Groundside: Cultural, Operations, Survey, Security,

form. Technical

> Mixed: Medical
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Investigative abilities are central to any GUMSHOE charac-
ter; they enable you to gather information and drive the plot
forward. You get a number of build points to spend on them, as
determined by the size of the player group:

# Of Players | Investigative
Build Points

2 36

3 28

4 24

5+ 21

As the name suggests, investigative build points can only be
spent on investigative abilities. One rating point in an ability
costs one build point. There is no extra cost to buy the first ra-
ting point in any ability. Each crew package costs a certain num-
ber of build points; start by deducting these from your total.

The GM then leads the group through the list of investigative
build points, ensuring that each one of them is covered by at
least one member of the crew ".

Once all of the abilities are covered, you are permitted, if you
desire, to reserve any remaining build points to spend as si-
tuations arise during play. You may assign yourself additional
abilities, or increase your ratings in the ones you've chosen,
as seems appropriate to your character and the situations she
finds herself in. When you choose to do this, you are not sud-
denly acquiring abilities on the spot, but simply revealing for
the first time what the character has been able to do all along.

Your choice of race gives you advantages, called boosts, on cer-
tain abilities, so you'll probably want to pick these up if they
weren't in your crew packages.

The abilities are as follows. Special abilities are available only to
vas mal characters. Unlike the other investigative abilities, your
group can function perfectly well without them.

Y .

RATINDS AND pooLs

The number you assign to each ability is called a
rating. Although you may improve it gradually over
time, ratings remain static over the course of the typi-
cal game session.

For each ability your character has a pool of points,
which fluctuates over the course of each session. You
begin each case, or scenario, with pool points equal to
your rating. You might then immediately spend some
of them during a prelude phase to the investigation
itself. You will definitely spend points as you conduct
the investigation. At times your pool may increase,
sometimes refreshing to equal its rating again.

The distinction between ratings and pools is a crucial
one; keep it in mind as you read and interpret the
GUMSHOE rules.

\L /

* Provided that someone takes History (Combine), it's okay, if not
optimal, to skip the species-oriented history abilities. At any rate,
you'll probably want to take the history of your species, especially if
you're playing a non-human.



Academic

Anthropology
Archaeology
Botany

Cybe Culture
Forensic Accounting
Forensic Psychology
Geology

History, Balla
History, Combine
History, Durugh
History, Human
History, Kch-Thk
History, Tavak

Law

Linguistics

Vas Mal Culture
Xenoculture

Zoology

Bullshit Detector
Bureaucracy

Cop Talk
Downside
Flattery

Flirting
Impersonate

Inspiration

IMVESTIOATIVE AOILITIRG

Interrogation
Intimidation
Negotiation
Reassurance

Respect

Technical

Astronomy

Bio Signatures
Chemistry

Data Retrieval
Decryption

Energy Signatures
Evidence Collection
Explosive Devices
Forensic Anthropology
Forensic Engineering
Holo Surveillance
Imaging

Industrial Design
Kinetics

Virology

Special (Vas Mal)

Consciousness Simulation
Dreamsight

Neurosight

Timesight

.
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General

Athletics

Business Affairs
Communications Intercept
Emotion Suppression (Balla)
Enhancement Integration (Cybe)
Farsight (Vas Mal)

Filch

Ground Craft

Health

Helm Control

Infiltration

Medic

Migrate Consciousness (Kch-Thk)
Naval Tactics

Neural Rewiring (Cybe)
Pathway Amplification (Vas Mal)
Phase (Durugh)

Preparedness

Probability Override (Vas Mal)
Psychic Vitality (Vas Mal)

Public Relations

Scuffling

Sense Trouble

Shooting

Battle Console

Shuttle Craft

Surveillance

Systems Design

Systems Repair

Viro Manipulation
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INTERNERSONAL ADILITIES AFFELT
JOUR PERSONALITY

The interpersonal abilities you choose—and perhaps
more to the point, the ones you skip—say something
about your character’s demeanor and behavior. When
your rating in an ability is 0, you can never get infor-
mation or other benefits by using that persuasive tac-
tic. So if you, as the player, are convincingly buttering
up a contact but then have no Flattery to back that
up, you can’t succeed. This reveals something about
his ability to impress his personality on others.

How this expresses itself is up to you. Having no Flat-
tery, for example, might suggest that:

> youre a lousy liar

> you're too tongue-tied to let loose a flow of
soothing compliments

> you can't stand to cater to others’ transparent
emotional needs

» egotism forbids you from shining the spot-
light on anyone but yourself

» youre not empathetic enough to tell what
those needs might be

Likewise, a Bullshit Detector of 0 might imply that
you're gullible, bad at reading subtle emotional cues
or prefer to take people at face value.

Intimidation 0 could suggest that youre not particu-
larly scary, that you dislike leaning on people, or that
you're so frightening that witnesses freeze up in your

presence.

You can work out the implications of your interperso-
nal ability choices in advance. Or you can wait until
your use of, or lack of, an ability comes up in play,
and then explore how that manifests itself in your
actual behavior.

DENERAL AOILITY DENCAMARKS

Where any points at all in any investigative ability

implies a high degree of competence, spreads in ge-
neral abilities cover a wider range of capability levels.
A rating of 1-3 indicates that the ability is a sideline.
4-7 is solid but not off the charts. 8 or more sug-
gests a dedicated bad-assery that will be immediately
apparent to observers when they see you in action.

When you choose to have ratings of 0 in certain basic
abilities, you're defining your character. An Athletics
of 0 implies a surprising feebleness and lack of coor-
dination for a laser. A Health of 1 puts you on the
constant verge of hospitalization. A Health rating
between 6 and 12 should stand you in good stead.

L /

General abilities help you survive while you're gathering infor-
mation and solving problems. You get 75 general build points to
spend on them, from which you deduct the cost of the general
abilities from your crew package(s.) Every character starts with a
Health rating of 1. Like investigative abilities, 1 build point buys
you 1 rating point. Unlike investigative abilities, it isn't a game-
breaker if certain abilities are left off the crew's collective ability
list. The list of general abilities appears below. Some abilities are
only available to members of a given species: if so, the species
name appears in brackets after the ability name. General points
can only be spent on General abilities.

Although there is no set cap on abilities, your second highest
general ability rating must be at least half that of your highest
rating.

As with investigative abilities (above), you're free to set some
build points aside to add to your character during play as the
need arises.

Five: Choose Your Drive

Each crew member follows a drive, a personal motivation giving
him, her or it good reason to act heroically and curiously. By fol-
lowing your drive, you keep the story moving and ensure that
your behavior is in keeping with the space opera genre. The



drives, explained in greater detail starting on p. 53, are as fol-
lows. When a species name appears in brackets after the drive
name, the drive applies only to that species.

Altruism Atonement

Avenger Bleedism

Civilizer Chronicler
Combinism Comradeship
Derring-Do Entrepreneurial
Exploration Faith

Family Tradition Footloose

Hotshot Hunger Tourism (Kch-

Thk)

Integrationist (Cybe) Justice-Seeker

Meditative Reconciliation

(Tavak) Nowhere Else To Go
Phase Rider (Durugh) Professionalism
Pursued Programming
Reevolution (Vas Mal) Role Model

Scientific Inquiry Self-Exclusion

Sexual Adventure Social Engineer

Something To Prove Tech Hound

Six: Choose Your Ship

Together, the players decides on the type of ship their characters
fly. When you pick your ship, you'll be choosing the balance of of-
fensive and defensive qualities that best match your group’s self-
image. Do you want to blaze with firepower or deflect incoming
attacks? What weight do you place on speed, against jamming
and hacking capacity, against tactical flexibility? You'll also weigh
such options as state of repair, cargo space and ongoing upkeep
cost. A list of ship types appears here, for more, start on p. 104.

To cut this step short, pick a runner, the default choice of lasers
everywhere. It's an all-around performer that neither excels or
disappoints in any particular area.

While choosing your ship, you'll collectively decide how your
crew came to possess it.

The following chart gives you the total budget for all crew
members combined, from which they can purchase gear, in-
cluding cybernetic and viroware enhancements. If you want to
buy bolt-ons (p. 115) for later installation on your ship, those
fees are also paid for from this budget. You do not pay for the
ship itself.

# of Players Budget
2 72
3 84
4 96
5 108
6 120

Although most groups will divide the bigcreds equally, yours is
free to agree to any other arrangement. Players may also col-
lectively decide whether unspent bigcreds remain the personal
property of each crew member, or return to the ship’s overall
budget.

Non-cybe characters may start play with a total of 2 cyber and/
or viro enhancements. Cybe characters may start play with up
to 7 such enhancements.

To speed up character generation, players may announce how
many enhancements they're starting with but leave the speci-
fic selections open. To do this, set aside money for future use.
You may then decide at any time during play that you've had a
particular enhancement all along. When you do so, you spend
the money from your reserve. After you run out of reserved
money and/or pre-announced enhancement slots, any addi-
tional enhancements must be acquired and installed as if new
to you, using the improvement rules on p. 126 and 137.

Overenthusiastic purchasing now may require belt-tightening
later. Enhancements, like your ship, impose an upkeep cost you
must continue to pay over time. Otherwise you lose the use of
the enhancements, and may suffer a nasty array of symptoms
besides. Basic tech comes at no cost as part of your assumed
equipment. For more, start on p. 124.
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If you haven't done so already, choose a name for your cha-
racter. Springboarding from the suggestions on p. 4,
figure out what your laser did during the recent war. You can
share these facts with other players now, or wait to reveal
them during play.

Either before play begins, or after the first session, create
a personal arc for your character, as seen at the end of this
section. This is a series of brief suggestions your GM will use
to weave an ongoing subplot around your character.

Review all of the steps before you get started. You might
find a starting hook for your character in a later choice in the
list. For example, you might start with a drive and choose
your species and crew package to best suit it. Or you might
want to play a particular crew position and center all of your
other choices around that core concept.

Aodmng AODITIONAL DLAYERS IN
mid-SERIES

To add an additional PC to a GUMSHOE game
already in progress, assign the same number of inves-
tigative build points to the new player as the other
players received during character generation. Do not
readjust the numbers to reflect the new number of

players.

When adding a replacement character, whether played
by a replacement player or by the same player in the
wake of a previous PC’s death or retirement, check
the Investigative Ability Worksheet. Highlight the in-
vestigative abilities possessed only by the now-absent
character. The player of the new character starts by
assigning at least 1 build point to each of these abili-
ties. The remaining investigative build points may be
spent to increase the ratings of those abilities, or on

any other investigative abilities, as the player wishes.

As your first episode begins, the crew has already assembled and
is assumed to have a modest number of cases to its credit. These
past contracts may come into play later, as new episodes refer on
the crew's early days as a laser crew.

The general opinion of your crew's honesty and efficiency, as held
by those in the business of awarding contracts or purchasing ser-
vices, is expressed as a Reputation score, which can be either O,
or a negative or positive number. If your Reputation is positive,
you'll quickly get new contracts after closing out old ones. Shorter
periods between contracts save on upkeep costs, making your
operation more profitable. Negative reputations lengthen the
periods between contracts, costing you additional upkeep.

Your crew begins play with a Reputation of 0, unless you've cho-
sen to freestripe it (p. 27) in which case it starts at -1.

NERSONAL ARLS

Your personal arc is a narrative hook around which your GM will
weave occasional subplots. Over the course of a series, these
stories will connect up to deepen, develop, and possibly change
your character. Alternately, they might challenge PCs in ways that
threaten to change them for the worse. When they overcome
these challenges, they prove their heroism by remaining true to
their essential selves.

Most contemporary procedural’ shows use personal arcs to fill
out their characters over time. You know the formula even if you
haven't thought about it as such. While the full ensemble of cha-
racters tackles the problem of the week, the issues raised by that
problem take on a particular relevance for one or two of the cast
members. The personal story adds emotional impact to the pro-
blem of the week. Over time, as new personal stories build on past
ones, the viewer sees a broader narrative linking the episodes.

In scriptwriting jargon, the various plotlines interweaving through
the course of a given episode are called A-stories and B-stories.
Sometimes the character subplot links loosely, if at all, to the pro-
blem of the week, in which case it is the B-story to the central
mystery's A-story.

In an episode of an imaginary TV series, the crew of the
spaceship Brasilia intercede in a civil war between two

* In this context, “procedural” refers not to the narrow genre of
the police investigative genre, but any show in which a set cast of
characters solves a problem of the week. Star Trek in its various ite-
rations, Firefly, and Stargate SG-1 are all examples of space opera
procedurals.
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seemingly indistinguishable factions of an alien species.
Meanwhile, Commander B.O.R.N,, in his ongoing attempt to
learn what it is to be human, tries to master the subtleties of
the trombone.

Another structure keeps the two elements tightly woven; the cha-
racter’s personal goals become a complication making it harder
to solve the problem.

Sent to put down an android rebellion on the Planet Xaora, the
crew of the Brasilia finds itself at a loss when a strangely repro-
grammed Commander B.O.R.N. sides with the revolutionaries.

Generally your GM will look for ways to make your personal arc
an additional complication to the central mission driving the epi-
sode. When this proves difficult she’ll make it a largely separate
B-story occurring between problem-solving scenes.

Your Arc Meets the Big Theme

Your task when devising a personal arc is to create an ongoing
story idea that allows you to explore your character while easily
dovetailing with your laser assignments. The easiest way to do
this is to create an arc that fits the overall theme of the game.

Ashen Stars places its central characters in a conflict between
altruism and selfishness. This is reflected in its setting, pitting the
idealism of a fallen utopian order against the harsh realities of a
post-war environment.

As lasers, you are constantly navigating this contradiction, trying
to bring justice while also turning a profit. The game reflects this
with its all-important Reputation score (p. 165.) When you tilt
toward altruism, your Reputation grows. When you give into the
many temptations lasers face, your Reputation gets muddied.

Each of the races likewise reflects a conflict between their im-
pulses and their aspirations:
> The balla pit their ideal of emotional containment against
the reality of their turbulent impulses.

=  Cybes seek to transcend the limitations of flesh and blood = The kch-thk are capable of great self-sacrifice, but also
by remaking their bodies. Ironically, the process makes limitless hunger.
them all the more aware of those limitations. = The tavak struggle to ground their warrior instincts in a
= Some durugh seek acceptance among peoples who meditative philosophy.
recently regarded them as enemies, while others yearn for >  The vas mal used to be near-gods, but are now trapped in

a return to the power and certainty they felt when they
were the Combine’s sworn foes.

» Humanity’'s contradictory history has shown its capacity
both for enlightened advancement and rapacious exploi- You aren't obliged to explicitly link your personal arc to the overall
tation. Will new conditions tip them toward the former, or theme.
the latter?

vulnerable mortal bodies. Can they re-evolve, or are they
doomed to devolution?
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Format your arc as follows:

1. A brief sentence or phrase expressing your charac-
ter's most important goal.

2. (Optional) A second sentence showing how this goal
relates to the character’s internal conflict between
altruism and selfishness.

3. A brief sentence or phrase suggesting an introduc-
tory subplot featuring your character.

4. Another subplot that builds on the idea introduced
in the previous one.

5. A third subplot concept, again building on the
others.

As GM brings your ideas into play, you'll periodically update
your arc list to replace them.

Creating Strong Goals

A strong goal is active—it suggests something you'll go out
and do. If your goal seems inactive, or about what the character
won't do, turn it around. Your character wants something and
will, given the opportunity, take action to get it.

The goal can be concrete, or thematic. A concrete goal is spe-
cific and material in nature. A thematic goal suggests an inner
change or challenge.

Sample concrete goals include:

find my missing sister

learn my true parentage

solve the Bogey Conundrum

cure the rare disease that's killing my wife
return to my home dimension

earn my way back into the Combine navy

yyvvyvy

Concrete goals imply a conclusive end to your character’s arc,
often one that will end her participation in the series. Your GM
might withhold the goal from you whenever it draws near, to
keep the character in the series. She might pace her series so
that you have a chance to achieve your goal when it concludes.
Or you might, on achieving your goal, find a new one that
keeps you aboard the ship.

Thematic goals include:

overcome the odds with maverick confidence
make the Bleed a more rational place

relax my rigid sense of discipline

prove my worth

find new friends, to replace the ones I betrayed
= remember you're alive by cheating death

Yyvyvvyy

Thematic goals are open-ended. You can achieve them over
and over, without changing who you are or why you're serving
as a laser.

Whether concrete or thematic, your goal should be charged
with meaning and emotion. If you're looking for your missing
sister, you have to truly care about her. If your goal is to prove
your worth, that has to matter more to you than anything else
in this life.

Your goal should match or strongly relate to your drive. Simply
restating your drive is perfectly cool; that's what they're there
for. If it fits perfectly, just quote the text of your drive descrip-
tion. Otherwise, tweak it until it exactly reflects the laser you
want to play. By quoting your drive, you're choosing a thematic
goal.



You don't have to tie every sub-plot into your goal. You might
design an arc that shifts you from one goal to another, or deve-
lops your character in relation to another PCs' goal. However,
if you find yourself not wanting to incorporate your goal into
sub-plots, it probably isn't as compelling as you thought it was.
Take a step back and find a goal that easily suggests a number
of stories you really do want to engage with.

Like other creative choices, you can come at this from various
angles. You might find it easier to:

= come up with sub-plots first and then find the common
goal that ties them together.

= invent a supporting character to whom your PC has an
ongoing and turbulent relationship: friend, family mem-
ber, past or present romantic partner. Then backwards
engineer your goal from the contrast between the two
characters.

= pick a TV character that resembles yours, rip off a
bunch of B-stories relating to that character, then
change the details to match this setting instead of the
show you're borrowing from.

If your unfamiliarity with the setting of feels like a stumbling
block, forget the world stuff for the moment. Focus on an em-
otionally significant story you'd like to tell through your cha-
racter. Once you've arrived at this universal human theme or
conflict, you can collaborate with the GM to fit it into the basic
tropes of space opera, and the specific details of the Bleed.
When stumped, describe the arc as it might unfold in our real
world, and let the GM translate it into Ashen Stars terms.

Creating Open Subplots

For each of your three subplots, introduce an idea that is spe-
cific enough for the GM to latch onto, yet vague and open
enough that you'll still be surprised by the way it unfolds. If
you're having trouble writing them, find a set of TV listings.
Check out the one or two sentence episode summaries for a
show you follow. See how they lay out the premise of the epi-
sode without revealing its conclusion. That's what you're shoo-
ting for here: the basic situation that brings your goal into play
and gets your personal story rolling. How it ends up is up to
you, the other players and the GM, as you make the story in
the course of play.

As examples, here are a few sets of subplot premises arising
from some of the goals given above.

Find my sister:

= Someone poses as my sister.
= Iruninto someone who has one of her possessions.

» Ifind a survivor who claims to have been aboard her
ship when it disappeared.

Return to my home dimension:

> An energy reading seems to emanate from my dimen-
sion.

= Iglimpse someone who seems to belong to an enemy
species from my dimension.

= The case brings us into contact with a psychiatrist who
claims my belief in a home dimension is delusional.

Make the Bleed more rational:

= We encounter a race or subculture who take rationality
to irrational lengths.

= Iam given a chance to save many lives by harsh and
cold-blooded means. Can I go through with it?

> We deal with a pathogen that strips away all but the
most primal of emotions

Prove my worth:

> the victim of the week is the hard-assed instructor who
flunked me from helm school

= to solve the case we need the help of my disapproving
uncle, who wants me back on the ion farm

= ascandalcast journalist writes a profile that's supposed
to boost the crew's image, but I keep making us look
bad.

Write your suggestions so that they draw out your story over
time. This is especially important when your goal is a concrete
one. If your goal is to find your sister, your first subplot idea
can't be "I find my sister”, because that burns through your
goal immediately. If you can't see a way to slowly develop your
goal, go back and pick one that can be teased out in incre-
ments.

Your GM may collaborate with you to clarify or modify your
ideas, so that she can understand them, and fit them in with
the other arcs.

How Sub-Plots Get Implemented

After an introductory episode or two, in which the crew as a
whole is established, the GM starts bringing in personal sub-
plots. Typically, each player will get a subplot until everyone
has had one. Then the GM will start over. To preserve surprise,
she may vary the order from each round of subplots. Often
the order will vary itself naturally as the GM adjusts for player
absences.

GM guidance for personal arcs appears on p. 217.
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Hosers Get Hosed

Personal arcs are a vehicle for you to transmit story requests
to your GM. They don't allow you to circumvent the rules to
get more stuff for your character or ship or to secure other
unearned benefits. If you try, you may discover that you have
a sympathetic GM. This GM will work with you to remove
your attempt to hose the rules, and find an equivalent idea
that does fit the spirit of the concept.

On the other hand, you might find that you have a cunning
GM, who gives you what you want, and then uses it as a way
of getting you into trouble. In the end, you'll face this inte-
resting trouble, only to have the advantage you were looking
for yanked away from you.

Think of how often TV episodes flirt with plot developments
which, if followed to their logical conclusion, would end the
premise of the show. By the end of the episode, unless it's
the finale, the status quo returns. This is what might happen
when your GM runs with what seems like a hose attempt on
your part.

So if your subplot idea is: “We get a bigger, better-armed and
defended ship,” you'll get it perhaps for the length of the
episode, only to see it blown up, confiscated, or donated to
needy orphans.

If your idea is, “I achieve godhood,” it happens only briefly,
and you then discover that the hangover from apotheosis
is a bitch.

> FRooinm, skeovingss & sumparny S

The Ashen Stars setting is designed to address the
recurring problems of space opera roleplaying.

Classic space opera settings are hard to translate
to roleplaying because they usually organize their
ensemble casts along military or quasi-military
lines. Chains of command make for clear fictional
storytelling, but disrupt the joint decision-making
that is the hallmark of an RPG session. Ashen Stars
removes this issue by making its protagonists free-
lance law enforcers who organize themselves coope-
ratively.

The same people who enjoy the ultra-optimistic
worldview of shows like Star Trek tend to chafe at
the high virtue expected of their heroes when they
sit down at the gaming table.

Ashen Stars posits a utopian future, and then scuffs
it up and places it in the immediate past. Its fraying
post-utopia licenses players to explore the shady,
self-interested or irresponsible characters they so
often gravitate towards.

At the same time, it introduces a mechanism to keep
this tendency from going so far that it stops being
fun. Players often want their fictional surrogates to
behave skeevily—until they inevitably step over the
line into outright nastiness, and become too unsym-
pathetic to play. Our innate sense of story rebels
when our central characters consistently engage
in unredeemed selfishness and face no comeup-
pance. By quantifying, and giving the players rea-
son to worry about, their crew’s Reputation, the
game maintains the balance between enjoyable ro-
guishness and revolting transgression.

We'll revisit this issue when we get to the Reputa-

tion rules.




Each PC belongs to one of the Seven Peoples, the major
sentient species dominant in the Combine. This section
describes them in enough detail to decide which you want to
play. The descriptions here are written in the second person and
provide all you need to know to start playing. Each provides
additional abilities or benefits which you gain without spending
build points during character creation.

All of the seven peoples are humanoid in body shape. Sentient
races with non-humanoid body morphologies are known but
rare. They are now subject to prejudice, because the Mohilar,
who recently brought about the near-destruction of the Com-
bine, are now fuzzily imagined as having had far from humanoid
bodily structures.

Future sourcebooks will include game details for less common
species, if demand warrants. Players and GMs wishing to colla-
borate to create new races of their own should take care to keep
the mechanical benefits within the range of those given below.

Humans are by far the most common of the seven peoples.
When Bleed denizens imagine a Laser crew, they tend to picture
a group of humans, with one or two of the other races sprinkled
in. Defying this expectation presents no great obstacle, except
when dealing with unusually xenophobic human sub-cultures.
If your crew consists mostly of non-humans” , the people you
encounter will find it interesting enough to remark on, the way
they might if everyone had red hair or blue eyes.

GOECIES FORMAT

Each species is presented in the following format:

A text block, written in the second person, describes the species
from the point of view of a Laser who belongs to it. It covers the
species’ physicality and defining social or psychological traits,

* Most game groups will include more aliens in their crew than
humans. This does not mean that they are representative of the ave-
rage Laser crew in the fictional setting.

concluding with brief mentions of its standout cultural qualities.
Rules notes appear after the text block:

Boosts: A PC Laser of this species gains boosts (p. 79) in
three of the abilities listed here. Where more than three abilities
are listed, the player chooses the ones the character is boosted
in. Although supporting characters don't necessarily use these
abilities’, the list does, for story purposes, suggest the fields the
species is particularly associated with.

Other Modifiers: If the PC gets modifiers to its Hit Threshold
or Unarmed Damage, these are noted here. They apply to all
adult members of the species, not just PCs.

Suitable Drives: This entry lists the drives (see p. 53) that
most closely fit the species’ culture and background. To make
your character atypical of the species, pick a drive not listed here
or in the next entry.

Unique Drives: This entry lists drives specific to the species,
with page references. Each non-human species has at least one
of these.

Species-Specific Abilities: If applicable, this names the abi-
lities available only to the species. You do not automatically get
a boost in the ability but might acquire one by other means.
Supporting characters may have them in the setting, but, due
to GUMSHOE's player-facing nature, might not use the game
mechanics.

Cybernetic Compatibilities: The anatomy of your species
particularly suits the installation of particular cybernetic enhan-
cements. If a cybernetic device is listed here, its install cost is
reduced by 1.

Cybernetic Clashes: The anatomical configuration of your
species may make it difficult to install certain cybernetic en-
hancements. If a cybernetic device is listed here, its install cost
doubles.

Viroware Affinities: Certain types of viroware work best on
particular species. If a viroware type is listed here, its monthly
upkeep cost is reduced by 1.

Viroware Susceptibilities: Certain types of viroware mesh
poorly with particular species’ cellular structures. If a type is
listed here, its upkeep cost is doubled.

t See p. 196, "Player-Facing Rules.”
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MLAYER-DOUILT CULTURES

Ashen Stars provides players of alien species a strong ar-
chetype to build from without loading them down with
masses of cultural detail they have to absorb before being
able to properly play their characters. Instead it encou-
rages the group to gradually build a portrait of the alien
culture, the way the writers of a TV show would do.

Think of your favorite space opera show in which some
of the regular characters are aliens. They create their alien
cultures incrementally, over the course of many episodes.
More importantly, the details arise from particular sto-
rylines. They are key either to the resolution of the central
problem, or of a character-centric sub-plot.

Players can suggest details by:
Building them into their personal arcs (p. 10.)

Spontaneously describing them in response to in-story
situations

Citing them in dialogue, as banter or ofthand refe-
rences

Keep track of details over time, either by remembering
them or jotting them down. Make it the alien player’s
duty to recall the player-built details introduced to date.

The GM can enhance introduced details by building on
them further. An ofthand reference might become the
springboard for an episode’s central mystery. Either GM
or player might weave in an elaboration on the detail the
next time the PC features in a personal arc.

GMs should be careful not to stomp on player-driven
cultural details just because they happen to contradict
material given in this book. Rather than shutting down
the suggestion entirely, either modify the suggestion to
better fit the established material, or depart from the
depiction given in this book (or later supplements.) It’s
easy to lock into a certain take on a culture after reading
a section of game text. However, it’s almost always more
satisfying to adjust preconceptions to encourage spur-of-
the-moment creativity. Turn storytelling into storyma-
king by encouraging your players to contribute to your
unique version of the Bleed.

-

THE DALLA

You are of the Balla, a lithe, light-boned species known
for becoming ever more eerily beautiful with age. Balla

children appear unformed and somewhat grotesque,
even to their parents. Despite your clumsiness and un-
becoming appearance, you were trained by your elders
for an adulthood of grace and beauty. By the time you
reached sexual maturity, around the age of eighteen, you
had gradually transformed into a silky-haired, bright-
eyed being with perfectly symmetrical facial features and
ideally proportioned musculature. After this time, your
interactions with other species changed. You were treated
as an object of awe, and granted unconscious deference.
Sometimes these attentions were uncomfortable, taking
on an overtone of intense sexual desire. Your elders war-
ned you not to wield this unwanted power as a weapon,
to treat other species as your equals, despite their ins-
tinctive urge to worship and obey you. As you get older,
your physical loveliness will only increase. Many decades
from now, you will have to enter a cloistered life, so that
your extreme beauty will not drive others—even other,
younger Balla—insane.

As a point of honor, balla are trained not to use their
appearance to achieve dominance over others. Although
this principle is not universally followed, the average bal-
la is a surprisingly awkward seducer.

Like all Balla, you are rocked by powerful emotions which
you continually work to contain and conceal. Without
constant mental discipline, you might faint, weep uncon-
trollably, or surrender to violent rage. By far the most
common symptom of emotional surrender is derange-
ment of the senses. A device known as the mor sohn (p.
145) allows you to literally bottle up your excess emo-
tions. If you fail to use it or lose access to it, you risk
slipping forever into a hallucinatory fog.

Normally, your species’ psychic discipline comes as se-
cond nature to you. However, if other balla start to dis-
play feelings in your presence, a psychic chain reaction
can occur, causing all of you to break down. Your society
holds no greater taboo than the failure to suppress
outward signs of emotion. The object is not to become
unemotional, which would be impossible, but to avoid




showing or acknowledging your feelings. It is best not

to mention them at all—including your need to suppress
them. Outside of the process in which children are trai-
ned to exercise mental discipline, no balla in good stan-
ding would ever discuss any of the facts given in this or
the preceding paragraph. Where discussion of emotions
is unavoidable, you have learned to speak obliquely, in
the hypothetical third person. Instead of saying, “This
angers me,” you say, “In a similar situation, one might
experience the state known as anger.”

TN SovEn peopLes

Balla emotionalism extends to your investigative work as
a Laser. Each a piece of evidence carries an empathic wal-
lop. While recounting the historical events of the Great
Founding, you might feel a swelling optimism. When you
spot a bloodstain left behind from a violent fight, you
might register the fear of the victim or the rage of the
attacker. This response does not grant you more infor-
mation than an investigator of another race would get.
You simply react more viscerally to the clues you gather.

Other hallmarks of balla culture include an affinity for the
natural world, a devotion to your peoples’ ancient calli-
graphic scripts, a tradition of achingly beautiful music,
and a love of rhetoric. Translation devices (p. 126) ren-
der your speech as formal and portentous.

Balla given names are two syllables long and begin and
end with vowel sounds. Some include no consonants at
all. Choose an example from p. 261 or invent a name
that follows these rules.

Boosts: Botany, Geology, History (Balla), Zoology

Suitable Drives: Altruism, Atonement, Avenger, Bleedism,
Chronicler, Combinism, Entrepreneurial, Exploration, Fa-
mily Tradition, Justice-Seeker, Nowhere Else To Go, Pro-
fessionalism, Pursued, Scientific Inquiry, Tech Hound

Unique Drives: Self-Exclusion
Species-Specific Abilities: Emotion Suppression

Cybernetic Compatibilities: Dataloader, Headdisk, Inter-
nal Headset

Cybernetic Clashes: Motobooster, Phosphoryltic Battery,
Popclaws

Viroware Affinities: Brainwave Recycler, Heighten Pre-
Frontal Cortex

Viroware Susceptibilities: Keratinized Epidermis, Refrac-
tive Skin, Slickskin,

Special: Inspiring Presence: Once per episode, you may
spend 1 Inspiration point to refresh one of another PC’s
general ability pools (Health excepted).This must occur
in a moment of relative calm and reflection—that is, not
in the middle of a fight, ship combat, or other crisis or
contest.




[UNES

You are a genetically and cybernetically altered being, ori-
ginally from human stock. You are the results of super-sol-
dier experimentation undertaken during the Mohilar War.
In all likelihood, you served in the war. If not, you'll need
to explain why you didn't, which you can do either imme-
diately or at an appropriate moment in the course of the
series.

If you're like most of your kind, you consider yourself a
new species, homo amplius. About 70% of cybes fall into
this category. Cybes of this persuasion seek to build their
own settlements and cultures. If you count yourself among
them, you envision a utopian cybe society based on the
principles of self-determination, mutability of body and
soul, and personal freedom. Attempts to found such socie-
ties have proven rocky so far. When outsiders point this out
to you, you might reply that you're doing much better than
homo sapiens a single generation after it first appeared.
Among fellow cybes you might be willing to admit that
the tenuous interpersonal connections fostered by cybe
ideology make for volatile communities—especially when
the innate aggression installed in your genes by Combine
geneticists kicks in. You are nonetheless determined to
lay the foundations for a perfect society. Since the cybes
intend to render themselves effectively immortal through
additional modification, they'll be living with the results
of today's political developments for centuries to come. If
you're a member of this dominant faction, you call yourself
an amp or evolver.

About one in ten cybes consider themselves to still be hu-
man. They resent the notion that they might be anything
else, reject political separatism, and seek full integration
with human societies. Other cybes contemptuously refer to
them as vestigials; they call themselves integrationists and
label the so-called amps as transers.

Cybes can reprogram their abilities at will, at the cost of
personality drift; see the Neural Rewiring ability, p. 49.

Translation devices render your speech patterns as slightly
stilted and robotic. You may speak in a staccato rhythm or
a monotone, or avoid the use of contractions.

Cybes abandon their human names to affirm their identity
as a separate species. Their names are metonyms: English
words that reveal their (self-perceived) best qualities or
capabilities. They may seem blunt or boastful to others.
Older cybes append the vowel u to the English word, which
stands for Unit. Younger cybes drop this convention. Pick a
name from the sample list of on p. 262, or use it as inspi-
ration for a similar name of your own invention.

Boosts: Culture (Cybe), Bullshit Detector, Virology

Suitable Drives: Altruism, Atonement, Avenger, Blee-
dism, Chronicler, Combinism, Comradeship, Derring-Do,

Entrepreneurial, Exploration, Faith, Hotshot, Justice-Seeker,
Nowhere Else To Go, Professionalism, Pursued, Program-
ming, Role Model, Scientific Inquiry, Tech Hound

Unique Drives: Integrationist, Social Engineer

Species-Specific Abilities: Enhancement Integration,
Neural Rewiring

Cybernetic Compatibilities: All
Cybernetic Clashes: None
Viroware Affinities: All

Viroware Susceptibilities: None



INTER-SNECIES ROMANCE

The seven peoples are not, as a rule, interfertile.
(Otherwise they wouldn’t be separate species, would
they?) Cybes, though descended from humans, are
infertile by design, though some of their scientists
are working to reverse this condition. Others pur-
sue effective immortality through ongoing genetic
and robotic enhancement, which will render them
immortal and in no need of reproduction.

The insectoid Kch-Thk are physically incapable of
sexual congress outside their own species, as are the
Tavak. Even so, they sometimes develop romantic
attachments to aliens, which are consummated by
unconventional means. Such liaisons are taboo in
both cultures.

The remaining species are sufficiently physically
compatible to enjoy relations with the others.

The Vas Mal are interfertile with humans and balla,
but try to avoid reproduction in general, as it re-
tards their efforts to regain their lost energy forms.
In such pairings the non-Vas Mal parent is entirely
dominant; the child lacks all Vas Mal traits.

Balla are also interfertile with humans. Fifty percent
of all hybrid births are stillborn. The survivors grow
up into oddly homely balla.

Before the war, romantic or sexual pairings across
species were more common than today. Many nu-
faiths discourage them. Even among the secular, a
superstitious belief has arisen that the extreme tole-
rance of the Combine’s golden age led to its vulne-
rability to Mobhilar attack. People may give uncons-
cious credence to this belief, even as they espouse
the old tolerances.

Still, the universe is a lubricious place, and desire
has a funny way of prevailing, even in the face of
social prohibitions. Seasoned investigators must
always be open to the possibility that figures in their
current case are crossing the species barrier behind
closed doors.

TNo Soven peopLe

TNE OURNDN

Other species may instinctively recoil at your twisted features
and hunched physiques, but you durugh certainly came in
handy during the Mohilar War. Your ability to briefly phase
between dimensional layers made your people ideal spies
and infiltrators. A once-despised enemy of The Combine, your
people initially threw in your lot with the Mohilar when war
broke out. Your much-derided penchant for double-dealing
proved indispensable when your martyred former king, Uks-
hga, used his access to the Mohilar mothership to discover
their genocidal plans for your race after the Combine was
defeated. Thanks to the Bogey Condundrum, due credit for
the defeat of the Mohilar has been taken away from you. Still,
you are sure that the durugh were somehow instrumental to
victory. Although a small faction of durugh want to go back
to the old ways and fight the Combine, a new majority seeks
peaceful union with it. Since then you have learned that the
universal tolerance espoused by the Combine is more ideal
than reality. The durugh were the primary foes of the Combine
peoples for generations, and old perceptions die hard.

The war, and Ukshqa's great sacrifice, worked great internal
changes on durugh society. Its old hierarchical structure, based
on a rigid class system and enforced by brutal punishment,
has fallen by the wayside. Now all the classes can perform the
dimension phase, making a police state impossible to main-
tain. Each durugh world has fallen into its own unique anarchy,
some more benign than others. The future is wide open, assu-
ming you don't all backstab each other to death first.

Translation devices often render durugh speech as sibi-
lant, high-pitched or whiny. They undermine even your
most lofty expressions. Despite years of effort the technical
breakthroughs needed to remedy this flaw remain elusive.

You range between 127 and 168 cm in height. Dense muscu-
lature and bone structure makes you heavier than a human
counterpart. Your fingers are disproportionately long and
thin, your thumbs thick and partially bifurcated. Durugh tend
toward pale complexions and dark hair.

Durugh names sound, at least as rendered in English by trans-
lation devices, like a cross between Latin and Assyrian. Pick a
name from the list in Appendix 1 (p. 263), or invent one that
sounds similar to those.

Boosts: Decryption, Explosive Devices, History (Durugh),
Downside, Negotiation, Filch, Preparedness, Surveillance, Infil-
tration

Suitable Drives: Altruism, Avenger, Chronicler, Comradeship,




umans
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Entrepreneurial, Exploration, Faith, Footloose, Justice-Seeker,
Nowhere Else To Go, Professionalism, Pursued, Programming,
Role Model, Scientific Inquiry, Sexual Adventure, Something
To Prove, Tech Hound

Unique Drives: Phase Rider
Species-Specific Abilities: Phase

Cybernetic Compatibilities: Breadbox, Handgun, Interface
Transducer

Cybernetic Clashes: Aidkitter, Berserker, Episealant

Viroware Affinities: Aggravator, Chameleon, Dominator, Mr.
Grey, Peacepipe, Scrambleface, Scrambleface Ultra, Snakehis-
ser, Stumulust

Viroware Susceptibilities: Proprioception Booster, Tiresias

As a human, you belong to the Combine's most nume-
rous and politically dominant species. You probably look
just like a particularly fit and attractive human being of
the early 21st century. About one in twenty humans now
boast genetically inherited body modifications. These ori-
ginated in a vogue for cosmetic form alteration that flou-
rished during the historical period known as the Flowering
(p. 159). Today it is not uncommon to encounter people
with brightly hued skin, pronounced facial ridges, luminous
hair, or cat-like eyes. Some conformist cultures require all
citizens to display a distinctive set of cosmetic alterations;
others insist on original human form, or OHF as it is called.
As with any species, use of viroware may also alter your
appearance.

If you have a high opinion of your species and its history,
you believe yourself inspiring, innovative, and resource-
ful. If you take a more jaundiced view, you see a history of
chauvinism, unchecked expansion, and heedless resource
consumption.

Humans are the most pleasure-seeking and libidinous of
the major species. Depending on your personal attitudes,
you may celebrate its devotion to fleshly rewards or view it
as a tragic flaw to be stoutly resisted.

Although all species tend to divide people into “us” and
“them”, this tendency is hardwired particularly deeply into
the human psyche. Humans are known for treating positive
traits universal to all species as somehow unique to their
own. You may catch yourself doing this too, perhaps while
using phrases like “indomitable human spirit.” You may also
tend to refer to negative traits as inhuman or supernatu-
ral, even though there is no form of cruelty so repellent
that it does not feature extensively in the chronicles of your
people.

Yours is the most culturally mutable of the seven peoples.
Wherever humans go, they quickly divide and subdivide
themselves into new cultures. They devote themselves
easily to abstract ideologies. This behavior also roots itself
in neurochemistry. The human brain supplies a dopamine
reward whenever its owner rejects new facts in order to
preserve its existing belief system. The greater the factual
challenge, the stronger the reward. Humans get more do-
pamine by being extremists than by espousing reasonable
beliefs or modifying their views to fit new evidence. For this
reason they are innately prone to schism and internecine
conflict.




Still, without your boundless sense of the possible, the
Combine would not have come into being. Without your
ruthless streak, it would not have prevailed against the
Mohilar. As the age of rebuilding begins, it's up to people
like you to ensure that humanity's best qualities take pre-
cedence over its worst.

Human names have evolved a little over the last four cen-
turies. Long surnames have been shortened. People also
prefer short, punchy given names. Characters whose first
names are longer than two syllables go by a diminutive or
a descriptive nickname. See p. 264 for inspiration.

Boosts: pick any four: History (Human), Inspiration, Flat-
tery, Flirting, Negotiation, Reassurance, Business Affairs,

Ground Craft, Helm Control, Medic, Naval Tactics, Public
Relations, Battle Console, Shuttle Craft, Systems Design,
Systems Repair, Viro Manipulation

Suitable Drives: any non-unique drives
Unique Drives: none

Species-Specific Abilities: none
Cybernetic Compatibilities: none
Cybernetic Clashes: none

Viroware Affinities: none

Viroware Susceptibilities: none

Special: Dauntless: During any fight, ship combat or
contest you may, when a general pool other than Health
drops to 0O, roll a die. On a result of 1, that pool instantly
refreshes. You may refresh one pool per episode in this
way.

THE KCN-TNK

You belong to the only non-mammalian race among the
Seven Peoples. You look like a six-foot-tall humanoid lo-
cust. You walk on two legs and use your other four to
wield weapons. The egg you were originally hatched from
was chosen after an exhaustive process of inspection by
your clan, a colony of several thousand individuals. After
a long nutrient soak, you emerged from it in larval form.
Hundreds of other slightly less perfect larva were imprin-
ted with your DNA during this nutrifying process. Upon
hatching, you were invested with a name and trained
in the six warrior arts. You proved your competence as
a fighter—if you hadn’t, you would have been slain and
reduced to nutrient mush for someone else’s larva. After
this time you may have specialized in some other task, or
continued to devote yourself to warlike pursuits.

Your people crack-cricked with joy at the arrival of the
Mohilar war. The sentimental live-birthing species treat
the war as if it were a wrenching disaster. Yours regards
it as a crowning opportunity, in which you fulfilled your
collective destiny as killers and devourers. Kch-thk po-
pulations exploded during the war. When soldiers were
mowed down, other larva rose to take their place.



The Kch-Thk

non-standard CNAaRACTeER TYRBS

Some players may want to set aside the seven races given here to portray non-standard character types. These may be
inspired by other science fiction settings or spring entirely from their own imaginations. Examples might include:

> An “uplifted” animal given sentience via genetic modification
» A fully robotic being possessing artificial intelligence

» A strange hybrid mixing human traits with those of an unidentified other race, with some evidence pointing
to Mobhilar heritage

> An alien from a parallel dimension, whose traits might lead to an intellectual property lawsuit, were we to
describe them here. But what you do with popular settings in the privacy of your own home is none of our
business.

In each case, the character represents the only one of his, her or its kind in Combine space. This uniqueness comes into
play in the character’s personal arc. Unscrupulous scientists may attempt to kidnap the character for study. Xenophobes
find her a convenient scapegoat for crimes and disasters. The character may discover others of her type, only to lose them

at the end of the episode, or discover that they’re frauds.

The player proposing a nonstandard character must sell the concept to you, writing up a paragraph describing the type,
with notes on characterization and history, where appropriate. The concept must somehow address the game’s theme: the
collision between high ideals and difficult realities. Species descriptions handle this by contrasting the people’s position
in the golden age before the war to their changed circumstances now. For example:

> the uplifted animal struggles between its civilized aspirations and its predatory instincts

» the robot’s desire for acceptance clashes with its rational belief in organic inferiority

The player may leave points of the character’s origin mysterious, with the understanding that they’ll be slowly revealed
over time through his personal arcs. The player may propose a unique drive, or use any of the standard ones. He specifies
three boosts. Abilities given as boosts to any of the standard peoples (other than humans) in this chapter are off-limits.
The player may propose a unique ability; collaborate with him to ensure that it neither duplicates nor eclipses in aweso-
meness the species-specific abilities that already exist in the game. The unique character may have up to three Viroware
Affinities, provided none of them duplicate affinities already taken by a standard people. The GM then assigns three Viro-
ware Susceptibilities, based on the logic of the submitted description. Unlike Affinities, they may overlap. Alternately, the
player sidestep the issue entirely by deciding that the character is unable to use Viroware of any kind. This would make

sense, for example, in the case of a robotic character.

Dying is a way of life for you. Your chitinous body is
all but disposable. When it is destroyed or damaged
beyond repair, you can migrate your consciousness into
a new larva kept in a temperature-controlled grk-k'ka
chamber. It is then doused in a hyper-nutrient bath and,
in a matter of days if not hours, regrown to full size.
The new body is in every respect a copy of the origi-
nal, without any lasting damage it may have suffered
during its undoubtedly short existence. (Sadly, you also

lose any implants or viroware you had installed, which is
why your people don’'t much bother with these techno-
logies.) You can migrate your consciousness over great
distances. Assuming no anomalous local conditions ap-
ply, if your chamber is anywhere on the same planet as
you, or is on your ship in orbit around the planet, you're
golden. You can’t, however, migrate over interplanetary
distances.



Before your home planet's industrial revolution,
consciousness migrations were rare events. Only the
wealthy could attempt it, and even then there were a
dozen failures for every success. Technological impro-
vements to the grk-k'’ka chamber turned it into a mass
phenomenon only centuries before your people reached
the stars.

Kch-thk are long-lived but scarcely immortal. Even-
tually every kch-thk soul fails to take root in a new
larva. Consciousness degrades over the decades, finally
concluding in senility, after which migration becomes
impossible. A few unusual individuals have been migra-
ting between bodies for centuries. The oldest of these
was supposedly born in 1954, although debunkers dis-
pute his claims. You are probably in your late twenties or
early thirties. With the dangerous life you lead as a Laser,
senility is the least of your concerns.

The drawback of kch-thk existence is your constant need
to consume. Traditionally, the great pressure a kch-thk
presence places on the environment constrained its po-
pulation growth. When the Combine sanctioned unchec-
ked hatching to reinforce its armies, it lit the fuse on a
demographic time bomb. There are more kch-thk than
the Bleed can support, most of them decorated veterans
of the great conflict. Some people predict war between
the kch-thk and the other peoples when your species
goes on a devouring jag. In your own small way you
hope to forestall that, by serving as a Laser and remin-
ding the other peoples of your value.

Culturally, kch-thk are materialistic, unsentimental, and
warlike. If you're the typical kch-thk, you speak with
sometimes off-putting frankness. Niceties designed to
prevent hurt feelings are lost on you. You may not have
lost the habit of describing people or their treasured
animal companions by their likely flavors. As in, “The
man I surveilled near the shipyard was fatty and grain-
infused.”

Even after they reached the stars, kch-thk were enthu-
siastic devourers of other species, making no exceptions
for tasty-looking sentients. As their contribution to the
founding of the Combine, your ancestors agreed to a
species-wide genetic alteration, administered through
grk-k'’ka fluid. An ineradicable behavioral compulsion
now prevents you from eating humanoids.

Kch-thk perpetually seek chances to prove themselves,
and are always on the lookout for new food sources.

When vat-bred larva aren’t available, you'll chow down
on almost anything organic.

The popping and clicking noises made by kch-thk man-
dibles when they talk bleed through into audio transla-
tions of your speech.

Kch-thk names are two syllables, separated by a hyphen,
consisting entirely of consonants. Humans and others
add random vowels to them in an attempt to render
them pronounceable. Take a name from the sample list
on p. 266, or invent one of your own following the
same formula.




Tne Tavak

Boosts: History (Kch-Thk), Intimidation, Scuffling, Shoo-
ting

Suitable Drives: Altruism, Avenger, Bleedism, Chronicler,
Combinism, Comradeship, Derring-Do, Entrepreneu-
rial, Exploration, Footloose, Hotshot, Justice-Seeker,
Nowhere Else To Go, Professionalism, Pursued, Pro-
gramming, Role Model, Scientific Inquiry, Something To
Prove, Tech Hound

Unique Drives: Hunger Tourism
Species-Specific Abilities: Migrate Consciousness
Cybernetic Compatibilities: Aidkitter, Amper, Biofueler

Cybernetic Clashes: Breadbox, Headdisk, Ocular Input
Analyzer

Viroware Affinities: Morphological Mimicry, Refractive
Skin, Slickskin

Viroware Susceptibilities: Brainwave Recycler, Latency
Suppression, Mr. Grey

TNE TAVAK

At an average seven feet in height and topping the scales at
close to half a ton, you are a tavak, the most physically robust
of the seven peoples. Descended from the armadillo-like
creatures of your homeworld, Tav, you are covered with hairy
plates of natural armor. Piercing retractable claws wait within
your long, wrinkled fingers. Your culture transformed when
your ancestors discovered the warp corridors and reached
the stars. Before that, your people were peaceful, placid in-
sectivores, surviving through an instinct for social harmony.
When they reached space, they found it a cold and forbidding
environment, wracked by warfare. They also discovered that
their naturally armed and armored body morphologies gave
them a physical edge over their rival peoples. Over the course
of a generation, they transformed themselves into formidable
warriors. Yet even as they embraced the art of combat, they
held fiercely onto their traditions of spiritual serenity and po-
litical coexistence.

Humans take credit for brokering the formation of the Com-
bine, but it is the Tavak philosophy that provides it with its
guiding principles.

By default, you are calm, centered and even somewhat sleepy.
Only when danger threatens do you rouse yourself with the
warrior's mantra and transform into a furious fighting ma-
chine. You end the fight with decisive, but not excessive force,
then return to your state of lowered excitation. Or that is what
happens under ideal circumstances. In fact, the quick tran-
sition from peace to war has left you susceptible to battle
frenzy. When in this state, your fury is a terrible thing to wit-
ness, a danger to foe and friend alike.

Translators render your speech as lilting and sometimes
painfully slow. Fortunately, if you are a typical Tavak, you are
a being of few words. When you have something important
to say, you say it. Most of the time you lapse into a medi-
tative state of alert tranquility. You have had to alter your
conversational style to be understood by outsiders. Dis-
cussions among Tavak consist mostly of grunts and nearly




imperceptible gestures, which are somehow able to resolve
complex issues into a happy consensus in a few quicksilver
instants.

Tavak names are always two syllables long, following a
consonant-vowel-consonant-vowel-consonant pattern. The
Tavak language uses only a limited number of consonants,
mostly hard. Pick a name from the list given on p. 267.

Boosts: History (Tavak), Interrogation, Reassurance, Athle-
tics, Scuffling, Shooting

Suitable Drives: Altruism, Atonement, Bleedism, Chronicler,
Combinism, Comradeship, Entrepreneurial, Exploration,
Footloose, Justice-Seeker, Nowhere Else To Go, Professiona-
lism, Pursued, Programming, Role Model, Scientific Inquiry,
Sexual Adventure, Something To Prove, Tech Hound

Other Modifiers: Hit Threshold +1, hand to hand Claw at-
tack +1damage

Unique Drives: Meditative Reconciliation
Species-Specific Abilities: Resist Battle Frenzy

Cybernetic Compatibilities: Berserker, Mesodermal Jum-
per, Motobooster

Cybernetic Clashes: Bad Liver, Neurojolter, Nightvision,
Viroware Affinities: Latency Suppression, Regenerate

Viroware Susceptibilities: Skeletal Fluidity, Keratized Epi-
dermis, Tiresias

Special: Your marksmanship is so well-honed that you can,
at will, do lethal damage while firing a weapon tuned to a
non-lethal setting. You never have to pay Shooting points to
switch a weapon from a non-lethal to lethal setting.

TNE VRS mAL

Once—less than a blink of an eye in cosmic reckoning—you
were infinite. You were the Vas Kra, beings of pure energy
and universal consciousness. Though you were not gods,
and sought not the worship of biological beings, you some-
times received it all the same. Your thoughts reverberated
through the universe. You became one with the great cycles
of being and unbeing. All was revealed to you. There was nei-

ther happiness nor unhappiness. Neither desire nor content-
ment. There simply was the Vas Kra, and that was balanced
and infinite.

From time to time your sense of pervading essence led you
to intervene in mortal affairs. First, you exiled to the final cor-
ridors of the Dimension U, the renegade Vas Kra whose name
can now not be remembered. He had gone mad, and acted
like a devil in mortal mythology, tormenting hapless sen-
tients. So naturally he had to be removed to a place beyond
the veil. Through this act you forged a bond with the beings
called humans. You saw their potential and their tragedy, and
were moved.

Their plight was within them, a propensity for self-defeating
aggression. You acted at the margins, working small changes
of perception. You fostered coincidences, caused unseen
connections. And through this action the warring species
achieved unity, and formed the mortal polity called the Com-
bine.
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The vas mat

Thus were sown the seeds of your doom. For universal awa-
reness must not become specific, lest it devolve. And by atta-
ching yourselves to the practical fortunes of the flesh-bound,
you opened a conduit between destinies.

The Mohilar, whoever they were, found the sub-atomic ano-
maly you had thus generated and used it to end your eternal
primacy. Their doomsday weapon followed it, homing in on
your energy signatures. You were devolved. You returned to
mortal form, as you had not been for untold eons. Yet your
new bodies were not the perfect specimens of distant me-
mory. They were weak, malformed, hideous.

This happened five or so years ago, as mortals reckon time.
To be bounded not only by physicality but chronology is a
loathsome burden indeed!

You appear as a 92-122 cm humanoid, your head oversized,
your eyes black and enlarged, your body spindly and twisted.
Your skin is gray or green and semi-translucent. When you
use your psychic powers—mere mocking echoes of what you
once possessed—your luminous brain can be seen pulsing
within your skull. Although you still retain vestigial remnants
of your universe-spanning mental abilities, they overtax your
puny new bodies. (This effect can be resisted to some extent
with the Psychic Vitality ability, p. 51.)

There are only a few thousand of you now. Despite your
small numbers, your influence on post-war history has led
the mortals to regard you as the seventh of the great peoples
of the sector. You seek to reverse the devolution process and
return to your immortal oneness. Somewhere in the Bleed
lies the cure to this appalling condition of weakness and
mortality. Now equal members of the Combine, you join with
your erstwhile mortal protégés to conduct this search.

The Vas Kra had no names, identifying one another by psy-
chic resonance. The vas mal have taken on slightly odd hu-

man names, in which an archaic first name is followed by
the second name of an important figure from ancient Earth
history. Pick a name from the appendix entry on p. 268 or
invent one along similar lines. Although your character might
have started with a second name accidentally taken from a
figure of ill repute, he has since been informed of the embar-
rassing error and chosen a replacement name evoking more
positive connotations.

Boosts: Linguistics, Vas Mal Culture, Xenoculture, Bio Signa-
tures, Energy Signatures, Communications Intercept, Sense
Trouble

Suitable Drives: Altruism, Atonement, Comradeship, Explo-
ration, Nowhere Else To Go, Pursued, Scientific Inquiry

Unique Drives: Reevolution

Species-Specific Abilities: Consciousness Simulation,
Dreamsight, Farsight, Neurosight, Timesight, Pathway Ampli-
fication, Probability Override, Psychic Vitality.

You start play with Psychic Vitality and up to two of the other
species-specific abilities. You may gain other abilities from
this list when improving your character during play. The first
rating point in any newly acquired species-specific ability
costs 5 build points.

Psychic Vitality is an essential counter to the condition of
psychic depletion (sidebar; p. 42), which exacts a toll on
you whenever you use one of your other species-specific
abilities.

Cybernetic Compatibilities: none
Cybernetic Clashes: all
Viroware Affinities: none

Viroware Susceptibilities: all



his chapter details the abilities you bring to bear on the

cases you contract to solve. It discusses crew packages,
bundles of abilities tied to particular duties you undertake
on or off the ship. It then continues by defining the various
abilities, both the investigative ones essential to the solution
of mysteries, and the general ones that keep you alive, and
perhaps even prosperous, while you solve them.

[REW PACKANES

A crew package gathers together the basic abilities you need
to fulfill a common assigned role aboard a Laser vessel. La-
sers typically adopt at least one set of duties aboard the ship
and another when on a planet’s surface tackling the problem
they've been hired to solve. These are called, respectively, a
Laser’s warpside and groundside assignments.

The role of medical officer is considered mixed; its duties are
as crucial aboard the ship as on shore.

As Laser crews are small, personnel may be called on to
double up, taking on more than one warpside or groundside
assignment. Doubling is easier on the ground. Certain warp-
side assignments must be performed by different people.
These incompatibilities are noted in the descriptions, below.

Nicknames for each position appear in brackets after the
formal assignment title. Lasers tend to use the official job
titles when talking to outsiders, and nicknames in conversa-
tion among themselves, and with other professionals. When
meeting a witness or local official, you might say, “I'm the
security officer of the Eastwood.” If you bump into old collea-
gues in a spaceport tavern, you'd probably say, “I'm working
the Eastwood, chopper on the groundside, wheel on the warp.”

\

FREESTRIPIND IT

Some Laser crews ignore crew positions entirely. Each
brings an arbitrary set of skills to the table. When
crisis strikes, these crews muddle their way through,
chaotically jumping into whatever roles seem to best
suit the moment. These crews refer to themselves
as Freestripers. The term plays on the striped shirt-
cuffs of Combine uniforms, which denote the rank
and role of each member of a ship’s complement.
All Lasers exhibit an allergy for command authority,
but Freestripers take this to an extreme. They may
be motivated by collectivist or anarchist ideologies.
Many learned to hate naval traditions while serving
with the Combine fleet.

A group may collectively decide to Freestripe it. They
skip the crew package step of character creation,
going right to the selection of investigative abilities.
The GM sitill guides the group through the list to
make sure that someone has each one of the inves-
tigative abilities. Although this is not necessarily re-
commended, groups may omit the species-oriented
History abilities so long as someone has History

(Combine.)

Incidents of corruption and incompetence have tar-
nished the Freestripers’ collective reputation. Clients
contracting for Laser services want their freelance pro-
blem solvers to remind them of Combine patrols. For
this reason, they may discriminate against Freestripers.
To reflect this prejudice, Freestriper crews start play
with a Reputation of -1.

/




NACKages & CNARACTER CREATION

DACKAOES AND
CNARACTER CREATION

During character creation, the group first distributes the
warpside assignments, plus the mixed assignment of medi-
cal officer, between them. The role of communications officer
can be doubled up with any other. The remaining warpside
assignments should be spread among separate individuals.
If you don't have enough PCs to go around, resort to back-
ground PCs; see sidebar below.

Next, distribute the groundside assignments, doubling up
as needed.

7~
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If your player group is small, the GM may allow the
use of background PCs, who take on the needed
roles to fill out the warpside roster. Assign players
to control the actions of each supporting crewman
during space combats and other dangerous shipboard
activities. They take center stage only when needed.
They have only the few general abilities listed in their
crew packages. Their ratings in each equals the rating
given in the crew package, plus 4. They do not make
use of investigative abilities. Even if described as non-
human, they never use species-specific abilities.

Background PCs might be directed by different
players over time. Each should have a simple perso-
nality that’s easy to play. GMs might collaborate with
the group to create backgrounders who act as comedy
relief, or as foils to the attitudes of the primary PCs. If
there’s a funny accent everyone in the group can do,
that’s how a background PC talks. For groups who
already have trouble keeping a straight face, the GM
might prefer relatively colorless background PCs.

Situations might arise where some players are direc-
ting the actions of backgrounders and others are not.
Controlling a backgrounder does not give you an
extra vote when making collective decisions.

\_ /)

Distribution might occur by discussion and consensus. Alter-
nately, the GM can hand out the two sets of assignments
on randomly-drawn index cards. The players can then trade
among one another or keep the tasks they've been arbitrarily
given. Players often form an immediate attachment to a ran-
domly drawn character type, quickly envisioning a PC they
wouldn’t have chosen on their own.

In a small group, be careful to balance out the doubling.
Avoid, where possible, situations where one player has four
crew assignments and another has only two.

Each crew package sets out minimum requirements in both
Investigative and General abilities. Before spending any
points elsewhere, make sure you have those covered. If the
same ability appears in more than one of your packages,
make sure you at least hit the highest minimum. To be par-
ticularly bad-ass, exceed the high minimum, perhaps even
adding the minimums together.

WARDSIOE
ASSTONMENTS

Although the bulk of a Laser’s time is spent putting down
cases groundside, the lingering glamor of naval tradition ac-
cords prestige according to one's warpside duties. In situa-
tions where they could easily go either way, Lasers tend to
introduce and define themselves by their warpside jobs.

Communications Officer (Hailer)

You establish, receive and route communications with other
ships, planetary installations, and space stations. More than
a glorified space receptionist, you serve as a combination
of public relations frontperson and psychological warrior.
You facilitate the decision-making process of the crew and
convey its intentions to the outside world. In crisis situations,
you keep vital information flowing to the stratco, so that the
right decisions get made at lightning speed. During space
combat, you launch hack attacks on the enemy’s computer
system, while defending your own from penetration.

Investigative: Linguistics 1, Flattery 1, Reassurance 1, De-
cryption 1, Data Retrieval 1

General: Communications Intercept 6, Sense Trouble 4




You plot courses through the spacelanes, navigating the ship
through warp corridors. In orbit or near orbital conditions,
you engage with the stellar traffic control system to avoid
collisions with other vessels. Where the automated system
has ceased to function, you keep a steady hand on the helm,
ready for unpleasant surprises. In combat, you maneuver the
vessel according to the instructions of your stratco. In space,
as anywhere else, the best way to win a fight is to not get hit.

Investigative:Geology 1, Astronomy 1

General: Ground Craft 2, Helm Control 6, Shuttle Craft 4

Strategic Coordinator (Stratco)

During space combats, you take center chair on the bridge,
where you lead the fight. You take in information from the
hailer, pilot, wrench and gunner. Then you process it through
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your mastery of three-dimensional tactical positioning and
spit out the orders that send your ship screaming into battle.

On a Combine vessel, this role would be taken by the cap-
tain, who holds ultimate authority over the crew in all mat-
ters. Crews of Laser ships, leery of anything smacking of a
command structure, take pains to keep a stratco’s pretensions
in check. It's telling, though, that the ego tweaking always
happens after combat, not when the crew’s collective fat is
in the fire. And if there’s a touch of a strut in your gait, or the
occasional tone of flinty authority in your voice, you can har-
dly be blamed for that. Any stratco worth his salt recognizes
that as integral to the job description.

General: Athletics 4, Naval Tactics 6, Scuffling 4, Sense
Trouble 4, Shooting 4
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While the others preen on the bridge, you're down in the
bowels of the ship, keeping it running. Whether she’s co-
ming apart during a warp corridor breach or withering un-
der a neutronic fusillade, you're the one holding the ship
together. You manage the competing resource requests of
the bridge crew, take damaged systems offline before they
blow, and throw everything you've got into the emergency
whatevers. When the chips are down, you're the one with
your head stuck under an access vent, manually repairing
the transducer conduits, while sparks shower all around
you.

General: Systems Design 4, Systems Repair 6

Weapons Officer (Gunner)

During a naval battle, you operate the ship's weapons console,
adjusting the targeting algorithms in response to enemy move-
ments and your own ship’s maneuvering. You may select wea-
pon types yourself when granted leeway by your stratco, or
execute assault patterns according to his instructions.

General: Battle Console 6, Scuffling 4, Sense Trouble
2,Shooting 4

QRounasine
ASSIONMENTS

The bulk of your time as a Laser will be spent where the people
are—on the planets, asteroids, and space stations of the Bleed.

Cultural Officer (Face)

Although all groundside roles assume an ability to deal fruitfully
with the witnesses, victims, and potential adversaries you meet,
your role places that duty above all others. You know people—
their histories, their social organizations, and their behavior.
You're the go-to officer in first contact situations, and when
communicating with extreme or unfamiliar subcultures.

Investigative: Anthropology 2, Archaeology 1, History (Com-
bine) 1, Xenoculture 1, Downside 1, Impersonate 1, Respect 2

For Lasers, law enforcement is a business as well as a vocation.
The operations officer handles logistics, legalities and practicali-
ties. You keep the mission supported with necessary clearances
and equipment. Your contribution goes far beyond mere sup-
port, however. In the poverty-stricken post-war environment of
the Bleed, an ancient motivation for trouble has suddenly risen
from the depths of history: material greed. Your mastery of fi-
nancial matters allows you to track the flow of credits and other
negotiables. To put down cases, you follow the money.

Investigative: Forensic Accounting 1, Law 1, Bureaucracy 1, Ne-
gotiation 1

General: Business Affairs 4, Preparedness 4, Public Relations 4

Survey Officer (Mapper)

The exploration mission of the Combine has gone by the wayside
with its retreat from the Bleed. That leaves a multitude of ques-
tions unanswered among its countless lightly surveyed worlds.
You find answers out in the wilderness, in the biologies of undo-
cumented organisms, the properties of unknown minerals, and
the side effects of spatial anomalies.

Investigative: Botany 1, Geology 1, Zoology 1, Astronomy 1, Bio
Signatures 1, Chemistry 1, Energy Signatures 1

General: Sense Trouble 4

Security Officer (Chopper)

You draw on the hoariest methods of police work to move cases
into the win column. When a suspect needs sweating, you're
there to lean in and put the fear in him. When he refuses to sur-
render for questioning, you've got a disruption pistol in your belt
and, if all else fails, a hard pair of fists to batter his jaw. Sure, it's
the 25th century and all, but sometimes the old ways are the
best ways.

Investigative: Cop Talk 1, Interrogation 1, Evidence Collection
1, Kinetics 1

General: Athletics 4, Scuffling 4, Sense Trouble 4, Shooting 4,
Surveillance 4

Technical Officer (Techo)

When the answer to a mystery revolves around a piece of
tech—or can be scanned, enhanced, or analyzed with a piece of
tech—you're there to bring your toolkit, your gear bag, and your
ingenuity to bear. Whether you need to ID a bomber from his
exploded handiwork, slip a holosnail into a target's hidey-hole,




or sift the crucial snowflake from an avalanche of data, you're the
tech for the job.

Investigative: Explosive Devices 1, Forensic Engineering 1,
Holo Surveillance 1, Imaging 1, Industrial Design 1

General: Infiltration 4, Systems Design 2, Systems Repair 6

MIXED ASSIONMENTS

Medical Officer (Doc)

Lasering is rough work. There's no greater testament to that fact
than the countless wounds you've sealed, the poisonings you've
reversed, and exotic cures you've engineered moments before
your patient’s breath ebbed away. And that's just what you've
done for the other members of your crew. On a good day, you
get to save a few victims and innocent bystanders in the course
of a mission, too. Unluckier subjects wind up as corpses on your
operating table, subject to your keen talents as a medical exami-
ner. But above all, your greatest contribution to the team may be
that essential element of the doctor’s bag, a hardbitten awareness
of personal frailty.

Medical Officers tend not to double up on warpside duties, so
they can be ready to deal with any casualties during space com-
bat. They may or may not double up groundside.

Investigative: Forensic Psychology 1, Bullshit Detector 1,
Virology 1

General: Medic 6, Viro Manipulation 2
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GUECIAL INVESTIOATIVE ROILITIES
Some of the abilities listed here are marked as special.
This means that they are available only to certain cha-
racter types. They can be used as alternate means to
gain core clues, but should never be the only way to
gain a core clue.

Special abilities listed here are available only to mem-
bers of the Vas Mal people. You could invent other
special abilities for nonstandard character types. Addi-
tional special abilities could appear in future supple-
ments.
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AOILITIES

Abilities in GUMSHOE break down into two main categories:
the investigative abilities you use to gather the information
you need to solve the episode’s central mystery, and the gene-
ral abilities that allow you to survive and maybe even prosper
while you're doing it.

Investigative

Investigative abilities make you the seasoned effectuator you
are. Many of the hardbitten denizens of the Bleed can repair
damaged equipment, hack a virus, or shoot a disruption pistol.
Few can match your crew's collective array of mystery-busting
abilities—that's why they pay you the bigcreds’.

Choose investigative abilities from the list below.

Anthropology (Academic)

Having studied the social structures of sentient peoples, you
know how they tend to organize themselves. When encounte-
ring a new society or subculture for the first time, you can make
educated guesses about its customs, traditions and taboos.
You can rattle off the distinctive traits of any well-documented
societies or sub-culture. Your familiarity with the techniques of
predictive anthropology allow you to extrapolate the changes
a society will undergo over time. Computer simulations allow
you to predict the consequences of outside stimuli on social
development. You can use these to engineer your relations
with a nascent or developing culture to maximize positive
social development. For example, you might predict that the
introduction of disruptor pistols to a stone age society might
lead to its rapid destruction, unless accompanied by changes
to its clan structure.

Archaeology (Academic)

You know how to unearth, preserve, document and explain
relics of the past, whether of known or undocumented sentient
races. You can:

tell how long something has been buried

identify artifacts by culture and usage

distinguish real artifacts from fakes

navigate inside ruins and catacombs

describe the customs of ancient or historical cultures
spot well-disguised graves and underground hiding
places

Yyyvvyvy

* Cred: basic unit of currency; Bigcred: a million creds
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WAAT SCANS REVERAL

Details of exactly how scanning technology works are
left vague, just as the scriptwriters of your favorite
space opera shows handle it. Exactly what sensors or
tethers reveal from one situation to the next varies
depending on how fast you need the information to
flow to keep the story moving at a satisfying pace.
Typically sensors provide just enough information to
keep the investigation moving forward, but not so
much that the heroes can solve the problem without
confronting its dangers face-to-face. In any given
scene, scans may also rule out any number of pos-
sibilities that dont pertain to the situation at hand.
When you need to explain why a scan attempt that
provided a lot of information last episode now yields
only a single useful data point, attribute the discre-
pancy to outside factors, not to the skill of the cha-
racter conducting the scan.

These factors include anti-scanning technology, hull
shielding, ionic interference, and that old stand-by,
meson shrapnel (p. 191).

ANTI-SCANNING TECANOLOOIES

Signature sweeps can be reliably thwarted with
sophisticated anti-surveillance technologies. These
are expensive and rare; not even Combine ships are
equipped with them. The Mohilar were thought to
scramble scanning devices, but whether they were
detectable by bio or energy scanners has been lost
to the memory-draining effect of the Bogey Conun-
drum and is now a matter of debate.

Ship communication systems can be used to tem-
porarily jam incoming scans, but doing so for more
than a few minutes taxes engine resources.

Before the war, paper documents were encountered only as re-
lics, of interest only to archaeologists like yourself. They'd been
long since superceded by electronic files and reading devices.
Where technology has collapsed, pen and paper have returned
to fill the gap. Your ability to analyze these as physical objects
can now be applied not only to historical artifacts but to pre-
sent-day documents. To this end, you can:
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determine a document'’s approximate age

tell forged documents from the real thing

identify distinctive handwriting

match typed documents to the typewriters that pro-
duced them

find fingerprints on paper

tell whether paper is handmade or manufactured, pos-
sibly tracing it to its source

Astronomy (Technical)

You can read and interpret a star map. The three-dimensional
spatial relationships between stars, planets, and other major
heavenly bodies in Combine space are thoroughly imprinted in
your memory. You can:

>

plot the fastest and/or safest course between two
destinations

extrapolate the intended destination of another ship
observed in an FTL corridor

recall the properties and hazards of documented stellar
and sub-space anomalies

extrapolate the behavior of unknown astronomical
anomalies from the contents of an infoscan

find inconsistencies in accounts of interstellar travel

Bio Signatures (Technical)

Aided by your tether (p. 136) and/or shipboard scanning devices,
you home in on the trace energies emitted by biological lifeforms,
gaining information about them. You can scan buildings, outdoor
areas, starships, or even entire planets. The larger the area the
scan, the less specific your conclusions can be. You can determine:

>

>

>

the number of complex lifeforms in an area (numbers are
precise for small areas, approximate for planets)

what species each lifeform belongs to

the general state of their health

Bio signatures are insufficiently precise to home in on particular
individuals. You can discover that there are four humans, a cybe
and a vas mal in that warehouse, but not that one of them is Ste-
phen Graak, the fugitive you're pursuing.

Starship scans can be performed only within combat range of the
target vessel.

Non-corporeal entities, including energy beings, defy bio-
logical measurement but can be detected by a sister ability,
Energy Signatures (p. 36).



Botany (Academic)
You study the plants and fungi of Earth and their counterpart
equivalents of other planetary environments.

You can;
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identify the likely environment in which a plant sample
grew

name the home planet of a plant species from a sample |
determine whether a plant grew on its planet of origin
or elsewhere

tell whether a plant has been genetically modified, and
at what point in its history

forage for food plants, or plants with needed medici-
nal qualities, even on an unfamiliar or undocumented
planetary environment

identify plants which might be toxic, carnivorous, or
otherwise dangerous

spot the symptoms of plant-derived poisonings

You need this ability to use Viro Manipulation to genetically
alter plants, fungi, and their equivalents.

what uou can oo

Bullshit Detector (Interpersonal)

Either through instinct or a detailed study of pan-species
micro-behavior, you can tell when sentient beings are deli-
berately trying to deceive. This sense doesn't tell you what
they're lying about, specifically, or see through their lies to
the truth. Occasionally you might get a sense of their rea-
sons for lying. The ability works best on nervous, guilty, or
inexperienced liars. Expect it to work poorly or not at all

against:

= psychopaths or sociopaths

= trained or practised liars

= people from cultures that exert no pressure on their
members to be truthful

> noncorporeal entities

= psionic projections

> nonhumanoid alien species, or those whose facial
morphologies strongly diverge from well-documented
species

= robots, androids, constructs and other artificial beings

—— m=GGET
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Bureaucracy (Interpersonal)

No matter what their species or planetary origins, government
officials share certain common traits. You use a deep familiarity
with their psychology, and the systems they erect around them-
selves, to extract the information you need to advance your case
and fulfill your contract. Your mastery of regulations, paperwork
and double-talk allows you to:

= access official records

= guess what the local government is covering up, and why

>  secure permission to enter government installations and
use their resources

> find whistleblowers inside the system who will tell you
the truth

> where lip service to Combine authority is still paid,
overcome resistance with your knowledge of its rules and
regs

= power-search through masses of reports and useless
data to find the secret nugget of useful info concealed
within

= getinformation an organization finds embarrassing, by
convincing them that you'll respect their secrets

Whether they inhabit the seats of power of heavily populated
core planets or supervise sleepy backwater outposts, bureau-
crats hate to do more work than is necessary, or to use up their
precious favors. They won't do your legwork for you.

Often your contract will be with a local government body. They'll
volunteer the information they think you need. The whole story
may come to light only after the additional pressure represented
by this ability.

Chemistry (Technical)

You study chemical substances and the molecular science that
lends them their properties. With handheld scanners or, in com-
plicated cases, the equipment in your shipboard lab, you can:

> identify non-organic compounds

= specify the properties of toxins, hallucinogens and other
non-organic compounds that interact with living beings’
body chemistries

= match samples to sources, for example correlating a soil
sample from one location to the dirt on a suspect’s boots

> identify sources of contamination and alteration in a
mineral sample

> identify the planetary or extra-planetary origin of a mine-
ral or compound

= synthesize small quantities of specific compounds

» determine whether a compound is naturally occurring or
was synthesized

Wy no Lying ApILITY?

Unlike many other RPG rules sets, GUMSHOE does
not treat lying as an ability unto itself. Instead cha-
racters employ it as a tactic while using any of the
various interpersonal abilities. With Bureaucracy, you
tell functionaries what they want to hear. Using Inter-
rogation, you convince suspects that you're the only
Laser on their side, and so on. There’s a little bit of
deception in nearly every successful interpersonal in-
teraction—at least when you're a licensed effectuator.

/

Consciousness Simulation
(Special — Vas Mal)

The brainwaves of sentient beings emit an extremely faint
trace signature which you can briefly recreate after their
deaths. These signatures tend to cluster around the corpse
of the deceased, but may in some instances imprint them-
selves on objects important to the individual at its moment
of demise. These might include heirlooms, personal com-
puting devices, and weapons. The latter might include
weapons used by the dead entity, or the one used to bring
about its death.

When you use this ability, you go into a trance, hearing and
seeing a recreation of the subject according to its own self-
perceptions. You hear the subject’s voice as it sounded from
inside his, her or its head. Depending on the subject’s self-
esteem and visual acuity, the image you see may be essen-
tially accurate, idealized, or unflattering. Others do not per-
ceive this vision; it remains entirely within your mind'’s eye.

You may ask any number of questions of the subject, as
limited by the number of points you choose to spend from
your Consciousness Simulation pool. Using Consciousness
Simulation costs 3 points, plus 1 point for each question.
(For this reason, you should always take at least 4 points
in Consciousness Simulation when building your charac-
ter.) The subject answers as it would in life, and may prove
evasive, deceptive or deluded. It can't supply information
it lacked while alive. Your simulation of its consciousness
interacts with you and may change its responses according
to its personality type and motivations while alive. You may
use other Interpersonal abilities to gain its cooperation or,
with Bullshit Detector, evaluate its honesty.




Cop Talk (Interpersonal)

Regardless of species, culture or planetary origin, law
enforcement officers across the galaxy tend to exhibit
similar attitudes. They see themselves as beleaguered
defenders of an underappreciative citizenry, foolishly
constrained from doing what really needs to be done to
keep the perps in line. At the same time, they're working
stiffs of varying degrees of dedication, from the hard-
nosed obsessive to the guy just putting in his time. They
resent intrusion from constables of other jurisdictions,
and most of all from highly paid freelance Lasers behol-
den to no authority higher than their need to project
a positive image. Even when their superiors are your
clients you might, without this ability, get only the runa-
round from them.

Your ability to alternately assume and defuse the police
allows you to extract information and cooperation from
local cops. In the unlikely event that a Combine patrol
makes its way into the Bleed, you can use Cop Talk to
pry the data from them, too.

You might also:

= access police resources and equipment, with the
assurance that it will come back as you got it

= delegate local cops to perform unchallenging
legwork for you

= convince them to keep their mouths shut about
reputation-damaging offenses committed by your
crew in the course of an investigation

= get yourself, your colleague, or needed witnesses
excused for minor infractions

Cybe Culture (Academic)

You're familiar with the people, players, and ideologies
of the cybes and their various competing movements.
Their history spans only a generation, but thanks to their
artificially altered psychologies can be inaccessible to
the outsider. You can:

= translate cybe slang and jargon

= reel off personality profiles on all major cybe
figures, alive or dead

= identify a cybe’s ideological affiliations from
details of dress, speech, and enhancement confi-
guration

= make accurate guesses as to a cybe’s occupation
and past history from the array of visible enhan-
cements installed in him

= guess which non-visible enhancements a cybe
might possess, based on a brief observation

= use Cybe Culture as an Interpersonal ability, to
establish rapport with a cybe, by assuming the
terminology and attitudes of his culture, sub-
culture, or ideology

If you are a Cybe but haven't taken this ability, prepare
an explanation to account for your unfamiliarity with
your own culture.

Data Retrieval (Technical)

You sift through masses of electronically stored data to
quickly find the salient fact you're looking for. You can
penetrate data security to get at the information you
need. Unfamiliar systems yield to your touch, whether
they be ancient or alien. You can bridge technological
gaps between incompatible systems. Damaged or cor-
rupted storage devices return to life under the twin mi-
nistrations of your toolkit and meticulously hand-craf-
ted algorithms. With your own system, you can enhance
recorded media to tease out its secrets:

= isolating and identifying sounds on an audio
recording, or smells in an olfactory emitter

= enhancing and extrapolating visual data

= zeroing in on telltale glitches in a holo display

Decryption (Technical)

You break encrypted messages, from the simple letter-
substitution codes of ancient history to content subjec-
ted to subspace fractal scramblers. Any code that time
and computer power can make, you, given more time
and greater computer power, can break. Needless to
say, you can also create codes as needed. When gathe-
ring clues, this includes the ability to use communica-
tions consoles to locate and intercept transmissions,
including hidden ones.

More prosaically, Decryption also provides a thorough
grounding in communications technology, allowing you
to perform such tasks as:

= pinpointing a transmission’s origin point

= determining when a damaged communications
device went off-line

= spotting and identifying wavelength anomalies in
an intercepted transmission

= uncovering fakery in a transmission

Consider pairing this with its general counterpart, the
Communications Intercept ability, p 53.
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Dreamsight (Special — Vas Mal)

When within direct visual perception range of a sleeping
individual undergoing REM sleep, you are able to enter
a trance state, close your eyes, and see the subject’s
dreams. You see what the subject is dreaming from his
point of view. You are unable to control the circums-
tances of the dream, or influence the dreamer’s actions
within it.

The dreamer remains unaware of your intrusion, unless
he becomes lucid during the dream. PCs may become
lucid on a Difficulty 6 Sense Trouble test (Difficulty 3 for
tavak.) Supporting characters may become lucid if the
GM deems it in keeping with their established role in
the story.

Kch-thk do not dream or undergo REM sleep, and can-
not be subjected to dreamsight.

Upon awakening, subjects may, on a Difficulty 4 Sense
Trouble test, retroactively sense that their dreams were
observed. On a result of 8 or more, they know who was
in their dreams and can recognize you later.

r h
FINDERPRINTING TRE FUTURE
In the 25th century, fingerprints are easily faked and
are not considered probative evidence by Combine
courts. A small, commonly available device called a
dermal regenerator, developed as a wrinkle-fighting
cosmetic aid, can be used to temporarily erase human
fingerprints. When modified with a computer hook-
up, it can be used to copy a specific individual’s finger-
print. Finding a modified dermal regenerator tells you

something about its owner.

DNA can also be faked through replication devices,
but the fakery can in turn be detected with the use
of Evidence Collection and/or Forensic Anthropology.
However, DNA evidence alone is no longer considered
proof positive of anything, as it was for a few conve-

nient decades in the late 20th and early 21st centuries.
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Downside (Interpersonal)

The utopian vistas of the Combine left infertile ground
for a criminal underground to flourish. Outlaws, frauds-
ters, and gangsters existed only in a lawless fringe of
outposts and hidden bases. The shock of the war, and
its ensuing financial and technological collapse, bred
a growing underground economy. This scene, and the
black marketeers, extortionists, smugglers, exploiters
and addicts who inhabit it, are collectively known as the
Downside. Whether by fair means or foul, you immer-
sed yourself in this threon-lit world and can now pass
yourself off as a member of it. Crooks and degenerates
trust you—to the extent that they trust anyone, which
is not very much. Still, it's enough to coax information
from them, as well as to avoid or find lowlife hangouts,
defuse dangerous situations, and to seem like anything
other than a lawman for hire.

Energy Signatures (Technical)
With handheld or shipboard scanners, you analyze the
various energy waves present at a scene, often from a
great distance. By interpreting the waveforms and their
interactions, you can:
= spot the presence of noncorporeal beings
= pinpoint bent lightwaves, indicating the presence
of invisible persons or objects
= identify technologies used by other star vessels,
including weapon types
= tell whether a vessel or groundbound military
emplacement is charging its weapons
= assess present condition of another vessel
= reconstruct the past operation of energy-emitting
technological devices
= scan distant buildings or vessels to find the
number and approximate locations of robotic or
mechanical beings, including individuals equip-
ped with invasive implants

Starship scans can be performed only within combat
range of the target vessel.

This staple ability of Laser casework is one you might
want your crew members to double or triple up on.

Evidence Collection (Technical)

You can collect pieces of evidence without contamina-
ting them. While anyone can spot a bloodstain, broken
lock or vloton pulse in plain view, you can:

= scour a scene to find its carefully hidden samples
of trace evidence

= mentally recreate a sequence of events by eye-
balling the spatial relationships between objects
found at a scene



= tell when evidence at the scene has been faked,
moved, contaminated or otherwise interfered
with

= spot inconsistencies and frauds in the work of
other forensic scientists

= |ift fingerprints from a scene and match them to a
database; see sidebar

When your case requires you to identify the perpetra-
tor of a crime, the proper handling of evidence will be
contractually required. Without samples that will withs-
tand the technical scrutiny of expert defense witnesses,
you don't get paid.

Evidence Collection is limited to the finding and han-
dling of forensic samples. Although some players infer
otherwise from its name, it does not serve as a catch-all
replacement for other investigative abilities.

Explosive Devices (Technical)

You're an expert in bombs and booby-traps. You can:

= defuse bombs and traps

= reconstruct exploded bombs, determining their
materials, manufacture, and the sophistication of
the bomb-maker

= safely construct and detonate explosive devices
of your own

Flattery (Interpersonal)

Within seconds of meeting a new person, you can
accurately guess the compliments he most wants to
hear about himself. By smoothly lacing these into your
conversation, you put the subject at ease, making him
receptive to your requests for information or other as-
sistance. You adjust the effusiveness of your praise to
the customs of known species and subcultures, so that
it never seems embarrassing or self-serving. Even when
dealing with a previously undocumented entity, you can
instinctively attune your sweet talk to its sensibilities.

Flirting (Interpersonal)

Your raw sexual charisma wins the cooperation of others,
who fall in love—or at least lust—with you after a brief
interaction. How thoroughly you choose to romance
them after getting the information or aid you seek is up
to you. Many of the subjects you successfully use this
ability on are interested in nothing more physical than
winks and banter. You never blunder into making a pass
at an unreceptive subject—your finely tuned sense for

the hot-to-trotness of others reliably tells you how far
you can go with any subject. Generally you can set aflut-
ter only the hearts of beings theoretically capable of sex
acts with your species—see sidebar, p. 19. You might
occasionally take advantage of the amorous feelings of
entities incapable of physical follow-through.

Forensic Accounting (Academic)

You find irregularities in financial records and can cor-
rectly infer the sorts of activities that brought them
about, from mismanagement to embezzlement to vic-
timization by outside fraudsters or hackers. You can
adjust for the different economic models of businesses,
installations, and government agencies. Even without
access to relevant databases, you can make inferences
about the fiscal health of a business or organization me-
rely by observing it in action. You can differentiate legi-
timate businesses from criminal enterprises, and track a
trail of payments as it bounces the commlinks from one
banking database to another.

This ability can be reverse-engineered to conceal or
perpetrate misleading bookkeeping. On occasion, for
example when targeted for investigation by another
duly contracted Laser crew, you may find it expedient to
obscure the spreadsheets of your own ship. This is not
an information-gathering action, so it always requires a
spend.

Forensic Accounting may sometimes be used as an in-
terpersonal ability. Gain information from accountants
and financial wizards by presenting yourself as a sym-
pathetic colleague.

what uou can oo
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Forensic Anthropology (Technical)
You perform autopsies on deceased subjects to deter-
mine how they met their various demises. In the case of
death by foul play, your examination can identify:

= the nature of the weapon or weapons used

= the presence of intoxicants or other foreign subs-
tances in the bloodstream

= the contents of the victim'’s last meal

In many cases, you can reconstruct the sequence of
events leading to the victim’s death from the arrange-
ment of wounds on the body.

You also perform DNA analysis on samples found at
crime scenes, matching them to samples provided by
suspects. Note that DNA is highly falsifiable with 25th
century technology: see p. 36.

Forensic Engineering (Technical)

Your grounding in mechanics, materials science, archi-
tecture and technology allows you to gain information
by studying the state of machines, devices, buildings,
starships, and installations. You can:

= spot damaged, stressed or sabotaged compo-
nents

= identify the means, technological or otherwise,
used to damage or sabotage components

= specify the relative expertise of an unknown
saboteur simply by examining his handiwork,
perhaps identifying how he was trained

= correlate quirks of methodology in acts of repair
or sabotage to the identities of techos you've
dealt with in the past, or whose work you know
second-hand

To actually fix buildings, machines or devices, use Sys-
tems Repair, a general ability (p. 52).

Forensic Psychology (Academic)

A combined knowledge of sentient psychology, brain
structure, neurochemistry and social development pro-
vides insight into the behaviors and attitudes of indivi-
duals driven by violent or anti-social impulses. You can:

= based solely on their known modus operandi,
make accurate guesses as to the upbringing and
pathology of unidentified criminals, renegades
and operatives

= predict their upcoming actions based on their
past behavior

= distinguish an individual whose violence is dee-
med acceptable by his home culture from one
who defies local norms

= distinguish subjects who can be successfully
rehabilitated from the incorrigibly violent or
deviant

= tell whether a known individual’s criminal
behavior is in response to deep psychological
impulses, or is motivated primarily by economic
factors

= after brief observation of an individual, select the
most fruitful Interpersonal ability to use when
attempting to get information out of him, her or
it

= after briefly interacting with a member of an
unknown species, extrapolate details of its social
structure, environment, and degree of evolutio-
nary development

Geology (Academic)
You are an expert on rocks, soils, minerals, plate tecto-
nics, and planetary formation. You can:

analyze soil samples, crystals and minerals

determine the age of a rock stratum

date and identify fossils of known lifeforms

evaluate soil for agriculture or industry

identify promising sites for resource extraction

anticipate volcanism, seismic events, avalanches,

and other planetary phenomena

= determine the properties and origins of unknown
mineral compounds

= find sources of fresh water

Yyvvyvvyy

History, Balla (Academic)

You're an expert in the recorded history of the balla
people, with an emphasis on their political, military,
economic and technological developments, and their
migration to the stars. You can:

= recognize obscure historical allusions

= recall capsule biographies of famous historical
figures

= tell where and when an object made during his-
torical times was fashioned

= identify the period of an article of dress or cos-
tume

= translate into common parlance the high rhetori-
cal style of balla documentation



History, Combine (Academic)

You've steeped yourself in the politics, organization,
and naval lore of the Combine, along with its social and
cultural developments. You can:

= recall capsule biographies of its great figures and
direst foes

= rattle off the names of Combine ships, extant and
defunct, along with other vital stats including
their capacities and armaments

= identify destroyed Combine ships from fragmen-
tary chunks of salvage, supplying any known
details of their demise

= sketch out a Combine org chart from any era of
its existence

= provide a context for any piece of Combine tech,
memorabilia, or ephemera

= remember when the Combine first discovered a
given planet or celestial body, describe the nature
of its presence there. If it has withdrawn its pre-
sence, you can say when and why it did so.

With the history of the Combine comes a basic groun-
ding in the histories of its founding peoples. When a
scenario grants information based on another history
ability, and no PC is present to use that ability, you know
the basic facts provided. You can only make spends
or gain non-informational benefits arising from these
other history abilities if you have the ability itself, and
are not substituting History (Combine) for it.

History, Durugh (Academic)

You're an expert in the recorded history of the durugh
people, with an emphasis on their political, military,
economic and technological developments, and their
migration to the stars. You can:

= recognize obscure historical allusions

= recall capsule biographies of famous historical
figures

= tell where and when an object made during his-
torical times was fashioned

= identify the period of an article of dress or cos-
tume

= reference the contents of military and intelligence
dossiers looted from the once-secret datafiles of
the old regime

what uou can oo

History, Human (Academic)

You're an expert in the recorded history of the human
race, with an emphasis on their political, military, eco-
nomic and technological developments, and their mi-
gration to the stars. You can:

= recognize obscure historical allusions

= recall capsule biographies of famous historical
figures

= tell where and when an object made during his-
torical times was fashioned

= identify the period of an article of dress or cos-
tume

describe the tenets and practices of the old-fashioned
world religions, finding parallels between them and the
burgeoning nufaiths of the post-war era

History, Kch-Thk (Academic)

You're an expert in the recorded history of the kch-thk
people, with an emphasis on their political, military,
economic and technological developments, and their
migration to the stars. You can:

= recognize obscure historical allusions

= recall capsule biographies of famous historical
figures

= tell where and when an object made during his-
torical times was fashioned

= identify the period of an article of dress or cos-
tume

= can recite the chittering proverbs of the great
texts of rational materialist poetry, such as Kr-
ktl's The Errors Of Sentimentality and Trk-chk's
Sublime Hierarchy of Foodstuffs

History, Tavak (Academic)

You're an expert in the recorded history of the tavak
people, with an emphasis on their political, military,
economic and technological developments, and their
migration to the stars. You can:

= recognize obscure historical allusions

= recall capsule biographies of famous historical
figures

= tell where and when an object made during his-
torical times was fashioned

= identify the period of an article of dress or cos-
tume

= explicate the intricacies of Tavak philosophy
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Holo Surveillance (Technical)

You gain information by planting hidden recording devices
and then reviewing the results. 25th century bugs are known
as snails, due to the spiral designs of these microscopic
devices. They typically record visual and auditory data then
reconstruct them in a three-dimensional holo layout that
viewers can walk through as if present in the scene. Holo
layouts can extrapolate the feel of displayed objects, though
not always accurately. With a little additional risk and/or lead
time, bugs can be deployed that record olfactory input, tem-
perature, and even pheromone emissions.

In some oddball situations you may wish to use obsolete
electronic surveillance techniques, which record flat video or,
more primitive still, audio only. These ancient technologies
also fall within your wheelhouse.

Information hidden in the recordings may need to be ana-
lyzed using Data Retrieval, an ability that pairs well with this
one. As you'll also want to be able to sneak in to plant your
snails, Infiltration is a recommended general ability for any
surveillance expert.

Imaging (Technical)

You use non-surreptitious recording devices to capture data
for later examination. These devices capture visual informa-
tion for flat or holographic display, along with sounds, smells,
energy signatures, temperatures, tactile information, and hor-
monal emissions. While any civilian can make casual use of an
image recorder, your expertise encompasses the minute cali-
brations needed to capture information for high-grade analy-
sis. Readings you generate during the imaging process prove
their authenticity beyond a shadow of a doubt. They count as
admissible evidence, which your contracts often require you
to turn over to clients and/or Combine representatives.

Im personate (Interpersonal)

You gain information by passing yourself off as someone
other than an investigating member of a Laser crew. A battery
of false credentials assist in your inquiries. As a skilled decei-
ver, you know to project confidence, provide few details, and
minimize contact with the witnesses you're bamboozling.

Long-term impostures are tougher to pull off, and require
ongoing spends. These are difficult even when augmented by
holographic or viral disguises—eventually a verbal slip rolls
off the tongue, or glitching disguise technologies snaff you

up.

Industrial Design (Technical)

You know how structures, devices, machines and vehi-
cles are put together, from the fabrication of parts to
final assembly. You can:

= identify the designer, or design tradition, of a
device, structure, or machine

= date an obsolete piece of equipment from a
known culture

= relying on your knowledge of design practices,
guess the interior layout of a building or starship

= extrapolate from one or two technological devices
the overall technical development level of a pre-
viously unknown people

Inspiration (Interpersonal)

You convince reluctant witnesses to supply information
by appealing to their better selves. After a few moments
of interaction you intuitively sense the positive values
they hold dearest, then invoke them in a brief but stir-
ring speech. Depending on the person you're dealing
with, you might call to mind her:

= devotion to the utopian principles of the Combine

= nufaith beliefs

= ideological predilections

= cultural traditions of their species, planet, nation,
or tribe

= love of friends, family, or community

-

positive personal drives, such as altruism, atone-
ment, derring-do, or justice-seeker. (GMs don't
typically assign drives to supporting characters,
but may refer to them as a form of shorthand in
the case of certain witnesses who are susceptible
to Inspiration. This might happen either on the fly
or in their scenario notes.)

This new Interpersonal ability can be adapted to any
GUMSHOE game by changing the setting-specific
examples above. When adding a new ability to an exis-
ting game, make sure you adjust the number of inves-
tigative build points awarded during character genera-
tion, so that every ability appears on at least one PC’s
character sheet.

Interrogation (Interpersonal)

You extract information from witnesses fearful of your
authority as a law enforcer. To use this ability, you must
place the subject in custody, or in a situation evocative of
constraint and punishment, like an interrogation cham-
ber on your ship. Often you'll borrow an interrogation




room from local cops or construct a makeshift one in the
groundside installation you've chosen as your tempo-
rary HQ. Through threats, persistence, and the occasio-
nal deception, you gradually establish a bond with your
subjects, convincing them that you're on their side, and
that giving up the information you seek—even if it's a
confession—is their only remaining option.

Intimidation (Interpersonal)

You elicit cooperation from suspects by seeming phy-
sically imposing, invading their personal space, and
adopting a psychologically commanding manner. Intimi-
dation may involve implied or direct threats of physical
violence but is just as often an act of mental dominance.

Kinetics (Technical)

Applying your knowledge of the physics of moving ob-
jects, you examine locations where violent events took
place. You find points of impact, examine damaged ob-
jects, and map out spatial relationships. In your head, you
recreate the sequence of events that led to the particular
scattering of scorch marks, impact holes, shrapnel and
other physical clues. You correlate damaged objects to
the weapons and other technological devices that made
them. Coordinating with a Forensic Anthropologist, or
relying on your own parallel expertise in that field, you
extend your examination to the study of wound damage
on the dead and wounded. You can match a disruption
pistol wound to the make and model of the weapon
that produced it. If the weapon has been modified or
degraded over time, you may even be able to match a
wound to a particular pistol, assuming you have it in evi-
dence to perform comparative tests.

To put it in shorthand terms, this is the futuristic version
of Ballistics.

Law (Academic)

You are thoroughly conversant with the laws and judicial
precedents of the Combine. These apply to varying de-
grees on the various worlds of the Bleed. Planets whose
governments still consider themselves signatories to the
Combine obey them in their totality—or try to, given the
deprivations of the post-war collapse. Others pay homage
to Combine law but provide no means to enforce it—
other than the occasional visit by Laser crews like yours.
Even worlds denying Combine authority use legal systems
that derive from it.

A study of historical law codes allows you to quickly fi-
gure out unfamiliar legal systems of freshly encountered
peoples or subcultures.

This ability gives you information about the law. To parti-
cipate in court proceedings or hammer out legal agree-
ments, you must make spends.

A rating of 2 or more indicates that you are accredited to
practice law in Combine territory. It entitles you to take
part in Combine legal proceedings. This distinction comes
in handy when members of your crew are brought up on
charges. If you prefer, you can replace Combine accredi-
tation with that of another jurisdiction.

For more on law and justice in the Bleed, see p. 175.

Linguistics (Academic)
You are an expert in the principles and structures under-
lying languages. You can:

= given a large enough sample of text, decipher the
basic meaning of an unknown language

= identify the languages most similar to an unknown
language

= program a translation device with the basic para-
meters needed to begin decoding the spoken and
written versions of a previously undocumented
language. (Once programmed, the device analyzes
its failures, quickly improving its success rate.)

Thanks to ubiquitous translation devices, there's no need
to take individual languages as abilities. If you're human,
balla, cybe, tavak or vas mal, you probably speak Com-
blish, the lingua franca of the Bleed and beyond. Durugh
and kch-thk speak their own tongues, but no one notices,
aside from a few quirks of translation software that give
them slight accents. For more on translation devices and
Comblish, see p. 126.
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Negotiation (Interpersonal)
You are an expert in making deals with others, convin-
cing them that the best arrangement for you is also the
best for them. You can:

= haggle for goods and services
= mediate hostage situations
= swap favors or information with others

Neurosight (Special — Vas Mal)

You can sense the energy expended by biological entities as
a faint nimbus beyond the visual spectrum. From these reso-
nances, you can draw conclusions about the living thing you're
looking at. Each use of this ability costs you points from your
neurosight pool. When viewing a living being you can, for
example:

= examine the subject’s general emotional state, deter-
mining which of the following adjectives best fits his
current condition: joyful, depressed, angry, amused,
confused, frightened, or relaxed (costs 2 points per
attempt.)

= tell whether the subject is healthy or unhealthy (costs 1
point per attempt.)

%

NSUCHIC DEQLETION

Immediately after using any Vas Mal species-specific
ability, you suffer Psychic Depletion. You:

> Jose 3 Health

» pay an extra point for each investigative

spend

» can’t make investigative spends when you
have only 1 point in the relevant pool

» suffer a 1-point drop in your Hit Threshold

> increase the difficulties of all general ability
attempts by 1

You can avoid Psychic Depletion by making a success-
ful Psychic Vitality test — see p. 51.

Psychic Depletion lasts until the end of the episode, or
two intervals , whichever happens sooner.

Multiple instances of Psychic Depletion exert combi-
ned effects. Hit Thresholds never decrease below 0.
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= determine if the subject’s brainwave patterns are
natural to it, or have been overridden by outside attack
or influence, for example by psionic-capable entities
(costs 1 per attempt)

= determine if that the subject was in the past subjected
to psionic domination or other outside influence (costs
1 per attempt)

At the GM’s discretion, you may be able to suggest creative
uses of neurosight allowing you to gain other information.
This should always cost points. GMs should disallow sugges-
tions that trump the information-gathering specialties of other
PCs, unless the other characters are somehow unavailable to
perform their duties.

Reassurance (Interpersonal)
You get people to do what you want by putting them at ease.
You can:

= elicit information and minor favors
= allay fear or panic in others
= instill a sense of calm during a crisis

Respect (Interpersonal)

Your knowledge of social rituals allows you to gain information
and favors with a culturally appropriate show of respect for a
subject. This ability applies to subjects who consider themselves
figures of authority, or who hold real or imagined power over
you. By showing respect, you preserve your status as well as the
subject’s. It is the fallback tactic of choice when dealing with pre-
viously unknown sentients, especially if you're talking to their
leaders.



This new Interpersonal ability can be adapted to any GUMSHOE
game by changing the setting-specific examples above. When
adding a new ability to an existing game, make sure you adjust
the number of investigative build points awarded during charac-
ter generation, so that every ability appears on at least one PC's
character sheet.

Timesight (Special — Vas Mal)

Though stripped of the near-omniscient perceptions you once
accessed as an immortal energy being, you still retain a weak
flicker of the Vas Kra ability to see non-linear time. Every so often,
you may briefly glimpse your immediate future. Or rather, one of
your likely immediate futures. (It's complicated. You understood
the complications of temporal mechanics much better before
you were imprisoned in a limited mammalian form.)

You experience a fleeting image of a person, place, object or
situation relevant to the mystery you're currently investiga-
ting. The image is most often visual, but might also register as
a smell, sound, taste, tactile sensation, or emotional reaction.
For each point of timesight you spend—and you might as well
spend them all, because you can only use this ability once per
episode—the GM describes one detail related to a core clue in
a scene you haven't entered yet. When you finally do reach this
scene and perceive the subject of the vision with your ordinary
senses, you always recognize it as such. Timesight works in both
directions, so details can also reconstruct past events that shed
light on the core clue.

The sooner you use timesight in a given investigation, the more
leeway the GM has in choosing which core clue to reveal. Of-
ten the GM will choose an early scene you were about to get to
anyway. The longer you wait to use it, the more likely it will be to
relate to the one of the scenario's pivotal sequences.

You're hunting for the kingpins of a water-theft ring on the de-
sert planet Xomon. You spend 3 points of Timesight, emptying
your pool.

Ashley, the GM, must now describe a vision with at least three
distinct components, relating to one of the scenario’s remaining
core clues. There are three left to uncover so far. Ashley would be
within her rights to pick the earliest one, but would rather make
her selection based on dramatic interest. The core clues are:

= the corpse of a desert-dwelling lizard, killed by a distinc-
tive gene-ripping pistol

= adoorway to an underground bunker

= aphoton burn on a witness' forehead, identifying him
as a fugitive wanted by the Combine for cowardice and
desertion

Doorways have been a recurring image for your character. Two
episodes ago, you found a hidden doorway, behind which you
discovered the murdered body of a vas mal ally. Last episode, a
supposed prophet told you you'd find the secret of reevolution
behind a door of perception. So Ashley decides to reinforce the
pattern by choosing the second of the above core clues. She
chooses the following images associated with it:

= asteel door rising from a vast plain
= being buffeted by sand, whipped up by a hot wind
= the rhythmic sound of a metal banging on metal

When you get to that scene, the third detail will turn out
to be a chain on the other side of the door. It still swings
against it because a member of the water theft gang re-
cently stepped through the doorway. He now waits behind
a sand dune, ready to ambush you.

Vas Mal Culture (Academic)

Perhaps through direct experience, you are well versed in
the nascent culture of the vas mal, who devolved into their
current physical state only years ago. As needed, you recall
to mind salient facts concerning:

prominent vas mal individuals, including their personalities,
abilities, and agendas

internal conflicts and controversies

nascent arts and cultural expressions

social organization and customs

the progress of various competing schemes to
achieve reevolution

yveyy

Virology (Technical)

You are trained in the science and technology of virolo-
gy. This process achieves mental and bodily transforma-
tions via genetic modification. These changes are instilled
through engineered viruses, which invade the subject’s
body to rewrite its DNA structure. You can:

> name a subject’s genetic alterations on a cursory
visual examination, assuming that they are docu-
mented in the virological literature

= determine from a DNA sample whether the donor
is genetically modified, and what modifications the
subject carries

= spot symptoms of unwanted genetic changes or
other virology-related disorders

= determine the alterations a viral sample will induce
when injected into a host

= trace the designer of a virus from a sample
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= reverse-engineer the schematic of a virus from a
tissue sample of a modified host

= determine whether a viral sample has been weapo-
nized, by making it contagious

This ability provides information. Its general equivalent, Viro
Manipulation (p. 52), allows you to engineer, administer
and reverse the effects of gavs (genetic alteration viruses).

Xenoculture (Academic)

You've extensively studied the Combine’s records of its
interactions with sentient species other than the Seven
Peoples. You can provide brief profiles of any documented
sentient species encountered by the Combine. Details at
your fingertips include:

= the extent and nature of the interaction

= a potted history of the species, as known to Com-
bine scholars

= notes on its behavior, attitude, and culture

= arundown of its technological capabilities, including
ships and weaponry

= suggestions for appropriate approaches to use while
dealing with members of the species. (Although
you don't express this information in rules terms,
it allows you to name the most likely Interpersonal
abilities to use in the course of an interaction.)

Zoology (Academic)

Use your knowledge of animal lifeforms to:

= find times of death for corpses from the insect larva
found in tissues

= distinguish deaths from animal predation from those
caused by sentient violence

= match the species of an animal lifeform to its tracks,
spoor, hairs, blood or tissue

= extrapolate the mass, body morphology, beha-
vior and/or ecological niche of an undocumented,
unseen animal species from any of the sample types
in above example

= predict the behavior of an animal, given its species
or ecology

= tell whether apparently normal animals have
been genetically altered, either from tissue or hair
samples, or from observing their behavior

= make inferences about unknown animals by stu-
dying their fossilized remains

QENERAL AOILITIES

This section describes what you can do with the various
general abilities.

Athletics

Athletics allows you to perform general acts of physical
derring-do, from running to jumping to dodging falling
or oncoming objects. Any physical action not covered by
another ability, probably falls under the rubric of Athletics.

If your Athletics rating is 8 or more, your Hit Threshold, the
Target Number your opponents use when attempting to
hit you in combat, is 4. Otherwise, your Hit Threshold is 3.

Battle Console

During a naval battle, you operate your ship’s complex au-
tomated firing systems, adding the crucial touch of unpre-
dictability that makes the difference between a miss and a
hit. See p. 84 for more on ship combat.

Business Affairs
You know how to run a profitable business. You use your
financial acumen to:

> manage the ship’s budget

= seek new contracts (see p. 169)

= negotiate and execute trade deals and other lucra-
tive side arrangements

Communications Intercept

While at a comm station aboard a starship, space station
or planetary installation, you can zero in on, intercept and
decode secret or encrypted transmissions. 25th century
technology inextricably intertwines communications and
computing systems. Communications Intercept is the abi-
lity you need to access, scan and tamper with computer
systems.

This part of the job becomes crucial during ship combat.
Your role in disabling the enemy vessel's computer sys-
tems, while at the same time protecting your own from
incursion, is as central to victory as the actions of the gun-
ner, pilot or stratco.

When gathering needed clues, the investigative counter-
part of this ability is Decryption.




Emotion Suppression (Balla)

You use this ability to keep your roiling emotions contai-
ned. When you are stressed or strongly confronted with
stimuli that might provoke a display of passion, anger or
fear, the GM may require an Emotion Suppression test. She
assigns difficulties using the entries on the following list as
a benchmark:

Stimulus Difficulty
Another PC is seriously wounded 2
You are the subject of unwanted sexual 2
advances
You suffer an insult or humiliation 2
Your Health pool drops to 3 or lower 2
A romantic partner spurns your advances 3
External forces prevent you from acting 3
in accordance with your drive
You are falsely accused of a social gaffe 3
You hear a deliberate insult to balla calli- 3
graphy, poetry, or decorative arts
You witness a blatant act of environmen- 3
tal sabotage
An ally appears to betray you 4
You are subjected to unwanted sexual 4
contact
Another PC is dying or dead (Kch-thk 5
excluded, except when a consciousness
migration fails).
You are falsely accused of a crime 5

Difficulties increase by 1 during any episode furthering
your personal arc.

If successful, you remain impassive, and may decline to
act on the impulses surging within you.

If you fail, you have two choices: you can either take self-
destructive action to slake your freshly stirred instincts,

or you can resist the impulse, at the cost of concentra-
tion and mental energy.

In the first case, the GM suggests what self-destructive
action the character takes. As player, you can negotiate
to adjust the nature of the action to fit your character,
but always end up doing something humiliating and/
or counterproductive. Some players who prefer flawed
characters like to use them to screw over the rest of the
party. The GM should carefully guide your suggestions
to make sure you're not pulling this old trick. It's you,
not your fellow crewmen, who suffers the blowback from
your rash actions.

If you choose to resist, your body flushes with adrenaline
and cortisol. You are distracted: you can’t make investi-
gative spends, your Hit Threshold drops by 1, and the
difficulties of all general tests increases by 1. You remain
distracted for two intervals.

Enhancement Integration (Cybe)

Normal use of cybernetic enhancements requires that
you pay an ongoing cost in bigcreds for stimmers, viral
treatments that maintain the links between the meat
part of your nervous system and the wiring of your tech-
nological components. This cost is your total enhance-
ments Upkeep. See p. 171.

As long as your Enhancement Integration pool exceeds
0, you are shielded from the Health point loss and addi-
tional damage you would otherwise suffer when you fail
to pay upkeep and an enhancement goes offline.

Also, you may attempt to use cybernetic enhancements
that have gone offline. Make an Enhancement Integra-
tion test with a Difficulty equal to 3 + your number of
offline cybernetic components. For each successful test,
you continue to gain the benefits from 1 enhancement
of your choice. You can continue to use the enhance-
ment for two intervals.

If you exceed the difficulty of this test by less than 3, you
lose a number of points from your Health pool equal to
the difference between the difficulty and the result.

Farsight (Vas Mal)

You can separate your awareness from the limitations of
linear space to witness events occurring elsewhere. Esta-
blishing perception of this location requires a Farsight

what uou can oo
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test. Its base Difficulty is 3 if you've been there before, and
4 if you haven't. It is modified depending on your distance
from the location:

Distance Moaodifier
500 m or less -2
501 m-1km -1
1-5km 0
5-10 km +1
10 - 50 km +2
50 - 100 km +3
100 to 1000 km +4
Anywhere on current planet +6
Anywhere in the Bleed +8
Anywhere in Known Space +12

Once you've established your connection, you may be able
to gather useful clues by perceiving events through the
spatio-psychic anomaly you've created. At the GM's discre-
tion this may require the expenditure of Farsight points as if
it were an investigative ability.

Other entities capable of psychic awareness may be aware
that you're viewing them with Farsight. This includes other
Vas Mal. They may be able to determine who and where
you are, or simply know that they're being observed.

When you're observed with Farsight or an equivalent psio-
nic ability, and you have a point or more in your Farsight
pool, you lose 1 point and automatically realize that you're
being watched. To identify the viewer, you may make a Far-
sight test. The base Difficulty is 4. Extremely powerful enti-
ties, as you used to be before you devolved, may impose
higher Difficulties. On a success, you can identify any indivi-
dual or entity you're already aware of. This includes entities
you were aware of during your eons as a near-omniscient
energy being, which is to say nearly everyone or everything.
In the unusual event of an unfamiliar entity, you are unable
to name it but recognize it immediately should you directly
encounter it later.

Filch

Your nimble fingers allow you to unobtrusively manipulate
small objects. You can:

= pick pockets

= plant objects on unsuspecting subjects

= remove small items from desks, consoles or storage
units, even while others are present and supposedly
watchful

= if imprisoned, slip cell keys or IR-beam unlockers from
the belts of guards

= hide small objects on your person

= surreptitiously relieve suspects and witnesses of their
weaponry

Ground Craft

You're a whiz behind the steering wheel of a ground vehicle,
whether that be a car, a truck, or jetbike.

This ability includes vehicles that hover a few feet off the
ground, whether cushioned by air, magnetism, or polyionic
energy. You can:

pursue fleeing vehicles

evade pursuing vehicles

avoid hazards and collisions

maintain high speed under unfavorable weather
conditions

= perform jumps, spins, rolls and other driving stunts

yvyvy

Health

Health measures your ability to sustain injuries, resist infec-
tion, and survive the effects of toxins. When you get hit in the
course of a fight, your Health pool is diminished. A higher
Health pool therefore allows you to stay in a fight longer
before succumbing to your injuries.

When your Health pool is depleted, you may be dazed,
wounded, or pushing up the daisies. For more on this, see
Exhaustion, Injury and Death, p. 73.

Helm Control

This ability reflects your certification as a starship pilot,
whether trained or self-taught. At the helm of an interstellar
vehicle, you can:

= pursue fleeing vehicles
» evade pursuing vehicles
» maneuver during combat




= avoid collisions with other ships and their debris, in
either lowshift or translight space

= skirt or escape from dangerous astronomical anoma-
lies, including black holes, spatial rifts, and translight

ripples

Infiltration
You're good at placing yourself inside places you have no
right to be. You can:

= deactivate or evade security systems

= sneak up on suspects and their hideouts, to take them
by surprise

= find suitable places for forced entry, and use them

= defeat locks, from primitive metallic devices to quan-
tum hatchguards

Despite its name, Infiltration is as useful for getting out of
places undetected as it is for getting into them.

Medic

You can perform first aid on sick or injured individuals. For
more on the use of this ability, see p. 73.

You're well versed in the anatomical structures of the seven
peoples. When dealing with a known but uncommon huma-
noid species, you use a standard protocol to quickly deter-
mine its basic biology, which you can then effectively treat.
Very strange or unfamiliar beings, especially of non-huma-
noid body morphology or non-mammalian ancestry, may
impose increased challenges.

Migrate Consciousness (Kch-Thk)

This ability allows you to place your mind in a new larval
body after death.

When you are dead or dying, make a Migrate Consciousness
test to determine your success in separating your mind from
your physical brain and converting it to energy. This energy
pattern moves into translight space, where it homes in on
your dedicated larval vat. This incubation device houses
multiple larvae, all genetically identical to you. Assuming
that the energy pattern remains intact en route, it identifies
and settles into the healthiest of the larvae found within.
Technicians—presumably your shipmates— then submerge
the chosen larva in a growth-accelerating hormone bath. A
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fresh new body emerges from the bath within 6-8 hours. If
all has gone smoothly, it is physically and mentally identical
to your previous, slain self.

Make the Migrate Consciousness test against a Difficulty of
4, plus 2 for each migration you've undergone during the
series so far. If you fail, your consciousness loses integrity
while in translight space and never re-emerges to fuse with
a larval host.

If the margin is more than 2, the new you is exactly identical
to the old you. All of your pools are refreshed.

If the margin is 2, your pools remain as they were at the
time of your death, except for your Health, which is either
4 or your Health rating, whichever is lower. You exhibit a
behavioral tic (below) for the remainder of the episode.

If the margin is 1, your Health pool equals 2 or your rating,
whichever is lower. All other pools are 1 less than they were
at the time of your death. You exhibit a behavioral tic that
lasts for three episodes (including the current one).

If your result equals the difficulty, your pools are as imme-
diately above. You gain a permanent behavioral tic.

Behavioral Tics

Tics occur when your migrated consciousness fuses imper-
fectly with your new larval host. Though they usually vanish
of their own accord, they sometimes become a permanent
new part of your personality.

Work with the GM to choose a suitable tic. Shoot for a
choice that is either amusing or poignant. The GM keeps an
eye out for ideas that allow the player to annoy the other
players or set back the progress of the crew. Negative re-
percussions of the tic should fall on the kch-thk character
and not the other PCs. They should add flavor to play wit-
hout hamstringing the group’s forward progress through
the episode. The best tics contrast strongly with the cha-
racter’s previously demonstrated behavior. You might, for
example:

= actin accordance with a new Drive that sharply dif-
fers from your usual motivations

assign an odd nickname to everyone you meet
become obsessed with a new weapon type
become wildly pessimistic or crazily optimistic
decide that you can’t use contractions, speak in
incomplete sentences, or use words containing the
letter "e”

VARYAERYE Y.

= develop a new physical mannerism, like a nodding
head, slumped posture, or twitching mandible’

= develop weird food cravings

easily take offense

exhibit one or more obsessive compulsive behaviors.

For example, you might have to hit the airlock but-

ton three times before entering it, clean your bunk

area for an hour before going to bed

» fall prey to one or more delusions, deciding for

example that a crewman is a ghost, that a dead rela-

tive is present and speaking to you, that you are an

exiled prince, or that your touch is poisonous

follow superstitions

latch onto a nufaith or ideology

overuse a catch phrase

speak very slowly or quickly, or in an exaggerated.

Staccato. Cadence. Where your voice rises . And falls.

Without regard to the meaning of your. Words.

start hoarding goods

= temporarily forget details of your past (though you
remember the details of the current case, so that you
don't trigger a lot of redundant explanation or fail in
your duties as an effectuator)

= weep, laugh, sigh and/or groan at inappropriate
moments

\j

\j
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Regardless of the Migration test's result, the player is always
free to decide that the character's death and rebirth trig-
gers additional personality changes more profound than a
mere behavioral tic.

Naval Tactics

By commanding and coordinating the actions of your fel-
low crew members during space combat, you provide the
edge that leads to victory. While others focus on their sta-
tions, you take in the entire battle, planning three or four
moves ahead of your enemy. As the ship shudders and
shakes under the drumbeat of incoming fire, your mind
spools through the great battles of the past.

In addition to making Trickbag attacks during ship combat
(p. 87), you may, at any time during a dogfight:

= spend 4 points from your pool to allow any other PC
to reroll the die from any Battle Console, Communi-
cations Intercept, Helm Control, or Systems Repair
test

» transfer at no extra cost any number of pool points
to any other PC's Battle Console, Communications
Intercept, Helm Control, or Systems Repair pool

*  Players without mandibles will have to settle for an ordinary facial
tic, explaining to the other players what their characters are seeing.




Abilities

Emotional State Scanned Subject

Anthropology, Archaeology, Forensic Psychology, History
(Human), Linguistics, Vas Mal Culture, Xenoculture

Professor Ivan Greenwater

Flirtatious (hliman)

Botany, Geology, History (Balla), Zoology, Bio Signatures,
Forensic Anthropology, Virology

Condescending Calang Caloth (balla)

Forensic Accounting, History (Kch-Thk), Law, Data Retrieval,

Energy Signatures, Imaging

Evidence Collection, Imaging Acquisitive KrieKrt (keh-thi)

Hlstqry (Durugh‘), Chen.1|stry,. Exploswe Devices, Forensic Engi- Suspicious Nabros the Trembler (durugh)
neering, Industrial Design, Kinetics

History (Combine), History (Tavak), Astronomy, Decryption, Melancholy izt Tochvaeuse (o

Neural Rewiring (Cybe)

You can alter your brain structure to temporarily mimic
that of certain scholars and technical experts. Your ce-
rebellum literally reshapes itself recreating procedural
memory patterns that originally belonged to someone
else. You may spend Neural Rewiring points in order to
make spends in academic or technical investigative abili-
ties you do not possess. The number of Neural Rewiring
points spent equals the spend + 1.

While stranded in the metal rainforest of Vaab, the cybe
crewman Dialectic (played by Mike) encounters a tribe of
hyena-like hunter-gathers. He wants to make an Anthro-
pology spend to avoid any gaffes as he attempts to win
their assistance. Dialectic doesn't have Anthropology,
and so may use Neural Rewiring to simulate it. The GM
decides that a 2-point spend will allow Dialectic to pre-
sent himself as a friend, despite an appearance the locals
find disturbingly strange. It costs Mike 3 Neural Rewiring
points: the 2 for the spend, plus one extra. His Neural
Rewiring pool drops from 5 to 2.

Neural Rewiring grants no access to species-specific abi-
lities.

Along with mimicked knowledge and experience you
gain, dim echoes of the experts’ personalities seep into
your own. These do not override your motivations or free
will, but slip out as momentary lapses or outbursts when
you concentration strongly on these imported memories.
They may impel you to act, but you are always able to
resist through a minimal exercise of willpower.

Each personality trait instilled by Neural Rewiring cor-
responds to a set of abilities, copied from the brainwave
patterns of a particular still-living expert. This table shows

the ability sets, the emotional state they instill, and the
name of the expert whose brain patterns you're copying.

You remain subject to the emotional state triggered by
the use of Neural Rewiring for two intervals, or your next
use of Neural Rewiring, whichever comes soonest. In the
latter case, the duration in intervals resets.

Look for opportunities to bring out your emotional
state—either as something you're feeling, or trying not
to. If you forget to bring it into play, your GM will steer
your character in relevant situations.

Not all cybes choose to resist the emotional overlay pro-
voked by Neural Wiring. Some come to prefer these bor-
rowed personalities to their own. They contrive oppor-
tunities to rewire to the ability sets that provide them
constant access to these particular outside memories
and feelings.

The personalities of the memory donors are so well-
known that they've entered slang terminology as syno-
nyms for their associated mental states. To flirt aggressi-
vely is to greenwater; to become depressed is to have a
case of the tatats.

Pathway Am plification (Vas Mal)

You can heighten another mind'’s ability to recall, pro-
cess and interpret information. Once per episode, you
may designate a PC recipient and an investigative abi-
lity that character possesses. The PC adds your Pathway
Amplification rating to his pool in that ability. The pool
refreshes to normal at the case’s conclusion.
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Phase (Durugh)

By harmonizing the quantum vibrations of your body’s sub-
atomic particles with those of a wall or other solid object,
you can walk through it. You can walk through any wall or
barrier with a thickness of 10 cm or less simply by spending
a phase point. Any thicker barrier requires a test; the diffi-
culty equals 2 + 1 for each 10 cm increment of thickness.
Partial increments round up.

A wall is 22 cm thick. Rounding up, that counts as 3 incre-
ments. Adding 3 to the base Difficulty of 2 gives you a final
difficulty of 5.

The typical interior wall is 10 cm thick; exterior walls are
usually about double that.

Highly sensitive areas may be guarded against phasing. A
lattice of circuitry embedded in walls, ceilings and flooring
interferes with your sub-atomic harmonization. Anti-phase
circuitry adds anywhere from 1 to 10 points to the difficul-
ty of your phase attempt. You must make a test to phase
through any barrier equipped with anti-phase technology,
regardless of its thickness. Anti-phase tech adds conside-
rable expense to any construction. You expect to find it in
places like banks, vital government installations, or Combine
ships. Its presence elsewhere tells you that something unu-
sual or suspicious is afoot.

If you also took the drive Phase Rider (p. 58), an indul-
gent GM may occasionally allow you to use the visions you
experience after using the phase ability under pressure as
an information-gathering device. This requires an expendi-
ture of 2-3 Phase points. The content of the vision obliquely
and surreally points you in a plot-forwarding direction. GMs
may use it to nudge the group toward an important clue
the group has discovered but forgotten or disregarded. This
informational use of the Phase Rider/Phase combination
might yield the occasional Core Clue in an episode built
around your personal arc.

While phasing you can carry with you a quantity of gear, in-
cluding your clothing, with a maximum weight in kg equal to
your Phase rating. You can't take other people or creatures
with you. If you try, you move through the solid object, and
they remain where they are. Certain unusual objects and
unfamiliar technological items may prove phase-resistant.

To make an item phase-resistant, coat it in phlogium. This
substance, available in convenient lacquer form, can be had
for the cost of a can of high-quality paint from any durugh
housewares emporium. This treatment prevents items from

being carried by a phasing character through solid objects.
It does not prevent a durugh from phasing through that
object. You can't, for example, paint it on a vault wall as a
measure against incursion.

Preparedness

Preparedness allows you to have minor bits of gear on your
person to suit the needs of a situation. Rather than prepa-
ring an exhaustive list of everything you're carrying in your
pack, wait until you need something and then check Pre-
paredness to see if you have it. The ability does not cover
items that appear in the Tech chapter: they're either stan-
dard equipment, or you have to make a point beforehand
of paying for them.

Other abilities imply the possession of basic gear suitable to
their core tasks. Characters with Medic have their own first
aid kits; Imaging implies a suite of holo capture devices. If
you have Shooting, you own and carry a disruption pistol,
and so on.

The sorts of items you can produce at a moment's notice de-
pend not on your rating or pool, but on narrative credibility.
If the GM determines that your possession of an item would
seem ludicrous or and/or out of genre, you don't get to roll
for it. You simply don't have it. Any item which elicits a laugh
from the group when suggested is probably out of bounds.

Inappropriate use of the Preparedness ability is like porno-
graphy. Your GM will know it when she sees it.

Probability Override (Vas Mal)

Your connection to the eternal constancy of non-time,
though largely severed, is still strong enough to allow to
you massage the destinies of others. Alas, your own latent
eternality at the same time prevents you from placing mi-
cro-alterations in your own personal timeline.

When another character fails a general ability test, you may
spend 4 probability override points to allow the player (or
GM, in the case of a supporting character), to reroll the die.

If the reroll results in a failure, observers detect nothing out
of the ordinary.

If the reroll results in a success, the use of this reality-ben-
ding power becomes visible to any witnesses. The character
is seen to fail. For an instant, space and time visibly warp.
The character is then seen to succeed. The outward manifes-
tation of this power resembles a visual recording rewound
and reedited in lightning-fast real time.



You may use probability override multiple times on the
same failed action, until it succeeds or you run out of points.

In order to use this power from the start of play, you'll want
to buy at least 4 points in it. The only reason to have a rating
that is not a multiple of 4 is if you're spending build points
on it over time and haven't yet reached the next threshold
point.

Psychic Vitality (Vas Mal)

The use of any other Vas Mal ability weakens you through an
effect called Psychic Depletion (see sidebar, p. 42) unless
you make a successful Psychic Vitality test. The Difficulty of
the test is either 4, or the number of points you spent from
the pool of the Vas Mal ability you just used, whichever is
higher.

Psychic Depletion doesn't kick in until you either make a
Psychic Vitality test or decline to do so. Accordingly, the dif-
ficulty increase it levies against general abilities does not
apply to your Psychic Vitality test. However, if you're already
suffering Depletion from a previous ability use, that penalty
does apply to subsequent Psychic Vitality tests.

Public Relations

In the hardscrabble world of Lasers, getting the job done
isn't enough. You must not only put down your current
contract, but be seen to do so by others. That's how you
make sure that the next contract comes in fast and lucra-
tive. You unruffle feathers, burnish reputations, downplay
failures, and trumpet successes.

When keeping the locals onside during a case, the GM may
allow you to spend Reassurance or Respect points on Public
Relations tests.

In game terms, Public Relations helps you to preserve your
crew’s collective Reputation, which in turn keeps your bud-
get in the black. (Translation: without it, you're screwed.)

Resist Battle Frenzy (Tavak)

Whenever you see a person you identify as a comrade (in-
cluding any member of your Laser crew) seriously harmed in
a scuffle or firefight, your limbic system goes into overdrive.
You lash out furiously at your enemies, trying to kill them.

Each time combat damage causes a comrade to drop to -6
or fewer Health, you must make a Resist Battle Frenzy test
against a base Difficulty of 4 + the number of previous times
a comrade has been seriously wounded during the current
episode.
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If you fail the test:

> you gain 3 Health after each instance of damage that
does not drop you below 0 Health

= your Hit Threshold drops by 1, or to 3, whichever is
lower

= any attacks you make become lethal attacks, even when
you're using non-lethal weaponry

= any attack that fails to overcome the target's Hit
Threshold by a margin of 1 instead hits the combatant
nearest to the target, even if that combatant is an ally of
yours

Although all tavak risk battle frenzy when they see their
comrades harmed, some are also triggered by other emotio-
nally stressful combat circumstances. When it fits your character
concept, you may suggest to the GM that a particular situa-
tion might also call for a Resist Battle Frenzy test. You must be
able to justify the reaction on character grounds. The GM may
demur if you seem interested only in the mechanical effect, or
in jamming up the other players by wreaking gratuitous havoc.

Although it originates in a genetic alteration your ancestors
engineered into the species in the late 22nd century, honorable
Tavak are obligated to describe this impulse as ancient and ata-
vistic.

Scuffling
You can hold your own in a hand-to-hand fight, whether you
wish to kill, knock out, restrain, or evade your opponent.

Sense Trouble

Keen perceptions allow you to spot signs of potential danger to
yourself and others. Information gained from this ability might
save your skins but doesn't directly advance the central mystery.
You might use it to:

= hear the faint hissing of a murderbot’s hydraulic system
as it sneaks up on your position

= see alipovore lurking in the tall fronds of a pterophyte
forest

= notice the rubbery stink of fused wiring just before a
command console shorts out

= subliminally note a troubling disruption in the area’s
background field of brainwave energy (if you are a vas
mal or otherwise psionically aware)

> have a bad feeling about the formation of that seemin-
gly innocent fleet of tramp ships

Players never know the Difficulty Numbers for Sense Trouble
before deciding how many points to spend, even in games
where GMs generously inform the players of other Difficulty
Numbers. Players must blindly choose how much to spend.
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When more than one player is able to make a Sense Trouble
test, the group decides which of them makes the attempt.
Only one attempt per source of trouble occurs, conducted
by the chosen PC.

Shooting

You can fire ranged weapons, from primitive archery and
crossbows to antique firearms to the disruptor pistols and
other energy weapons used today.

Shuttle Craft

You pilot sub-orbital vessels, small ships that transit between
starships in orbit and planetary surfaces. You can evade and
conduct pursuit against ships of like size, avoid accidents,
and safely crash-land when necessary.

Surveillance

You can watch others without being watched in turn. You
can do this from a stationary hidden position or while on
the move, following people, creatures and entities without
being seen.

Systems Design

You create and supervise the construction of engineered
systems, from buildings to computer server installations
to starships. When something new needs to be made in a
hurry, or something sturdy must be created to withstand the
pressures of the ages, you start the process with your 3D
modeling software and end it with a careful inspection of
every joist, join, and quantum fill.

Systems Repair

You fix machines, ships, computers—anything big and
technical. When the ship takes damage in a naval skirmish,
you're the one in the engine room, frantically patching holes
and wondering if she can take much more of this.

Viro Manipulation

You administer and maintain viroware installations. You can:

= reverse the effects of mutant viroware
= alter a viral load to a patient’s unique biochemistry
= ameliorate the ill effects of stimmer withdrawal

For more on viroware, see p. 137.




layers sometimes forget that actions that would be fool-

hardy based on their real-world experience are merely cal-
culated risks in the context of a space opera setting and the
action-adventure genre conceits that go with it. Reminding
them of this essential context are Drives, motivating factors
that propel each Laser into the storyline, hazards be damned.
Drives prevent players from making boring, cowardly choices
for their characters. They don't require foolish or suicidal rec-
klessness, just the same degree of courage and initiative you'd
expect from a heroic protagonist.

Choose your character’s drive at the beginning of play, from
the following list. Think of it as a key to his personality. The
selection you make will also inform the plot lines featured in
your personal arc (p. 10). A species name appearing in the
name of a drive indicates that it is specific to characters of that
background, and not available to others.

When playing roleplaying games, we sometimes tend to
overprotect our characters, who we identify with more directly
than we do the lead characters of books or TV shows. This
habit can bring the story to a halt as the PCs hunker down
and avoid trouble when they ought to be leaping into it with
gritted teeth or confident swagger. Even when the GM is able
to work around this tendency, it feels discordantly out of step
with the sorts of stories that inspire the game. Drives remind
us to break this habit. Most of the time, a GM who realizes
you've slipped into over-cautious mode and are holding up
the progress of the story can spur you to action simply by re-
minding you of the drive. She might explain to you why your
drive would spur you to action. Better yet, she could prompt
you to explain it.

When invoking drives, GMs should take care not to guide the
player’s specific response to the situation. The goal is to lead
the player to move forward, not to force a particular choice.
Avoid this by listing several viable choices, remaining open to
the possibility that the player will set them aside to seize upon
yet another choice that didn't occur to you.

If the player digs in and refuses to have his character act, the
GM may assess a stress penalty. This reflects the character’s
loss of concentration as he acts against his fundamental na-
ture. The cost of all investigative spends increases by 1, as does
the difficulty of all general tests. The stress penalty is a backup
measure; chances are you'll never have to assess one. It's al-
most always sufficient simply to remind players of their Drives.

Likewise, if players are getting into interesting trouble wit-
hout prompting, the Drives are already doing their job. GMs
needn't tax themselves finding ways to bring them to the fore.
Instead, they let them fade into the background until needed.

Feel free to propose to your GM a custom drive that fills the
same function as the ones given here. Write up an explanatory
paragraph in the same vein as the supplied drives. If not imme-
diately apparent, your GM may ask you to supply hypothetical
examples of situations in which the drive will keep the charac-
ter making active, interesting choices in solving the mystery at
hand. Be sure to pick an emotional motivation that impels you
to action in a wide variety of space opera situations. Overly
specific drives, like a grudge against a single group or type of
person, leave you without a strong entry point into cases that
don't involve them.

Altruism

You instinctively act for the benefit of others, especially when
they're unable to help themselves. As far as you're concerned,
the fees the crew earns for its cases are just a means to an
end. They keep the ship operational and the group sufficiently
equipped to go out and do good in the world. If the Combine
were still active, you might well have signed on with them as
a patrol officer. Without them, the need for strong men and
women to act selflessly is greater than ever. This sector of
space has taken some hard knocks, and people are scared and
discouraged. But if enough folks put the common good over
their own petty interests, someday—maybe someday soon—
the Bleed will go back to what it was before the war.
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You did something shameful, which you might specify at
the outset of play, or leave open for later revelation at an
appropriate moment. Whatever it is, it led you to an epi-
phany—you can only erase its emotional burden by acting
to make the world a better place. Destroying yourself won't
help anyone, though if the stakes were high enough, you'd
willingly sacrifice your misbegotten life in order to make
things right. This need to atone might literally be religious
in nature. Just as likely, you want to clear your name, so that
posterity will remember a hero instead of a creep. Or pe-
rhaps this is simply a matter between you and your tortured
conscience.

If you choose to set up your past misdeed for later revela-
tion, be sure to drop hints along the way, to increase the
impact on the other players when the secret finally comes
out. Alternatively, you could wait for an interesting possibi-
lity to arise during play, and then tie your past history into
the current action. Clear it with the GM first, to make sure
that the facts you're adding to the narrative don't conflict
with the mystery you're investigating.

Avenger

Lawless men hurt or killed someone you cared about deeply.
Although you weren't able to stop that tragedy, you resolved
to hunt them down and punish them.

Decide whether you have already succeeded in taking ven-
geance on them, or (perhaps more interestingly) have so far
been unable to find them.

In the first instance, you were left with your rage unslaked
when you finally did catch up with the wrongdoers. The
Bleed crawls with rats just like them, you realized. Still fee-
ling empty inside, you resolved to take similar vengeance
on behalf of the myriad other victims who can't do it for
themselves. Thus you became a Laser—the closest thing to
judge, jury and executioner the terms of the standard Com-
bine effectuator will allow.

In the second case, the GM will look for opportunities to
weave your hunt for the bad guys into her cases. She may
dole them out in stages, so that successful revenge against
one of them puts you onto the trail of another perpetrator,
and so on. The GM will never present your personal grudge
and the resolution of your current case as mutually exclusive.
The clash between the two might put you in a tough spot

emotionally or ethically, but you'll never have to completely
abandon the investigation of the week to get your revenge.

Should you finally achieve it you then, as above, choose to
continue bringing terrible justice to those who remind you
of your hated quarry.

Bleedism

The days of the Combine are over for good, you believe.
The empire has fallen irreparably into decadence and can
no longer sustain itself. It will inevitably break up into smal-
ler, more manageable sectors. You are a Bleedist—a political
activist who supports the creation of a federation between
the planets of the local sector. This new political entity will
need law enforcement. When it comes into being, you'll be
positioned to become one of the government's founding
peace officers. In the meantime, every problem you help
solve proves that the Bleed needs local solutions, not rule
from afar. Of course, it's just as important that you solve
practical problems for your people now, when they need it.
If you were cynically using your Laser status to advance per-
sonal ambitions, you'd be just as bad as those effete, worn-
out Combine hacks. You and your disruption pistol are here
to make sure that the new boss is not remotely the same as
the old boss.

You are hostile to the goals of Combinists, who seek to re-
turn the region to full centralized control, but may or may
not feel personally aggrieved by those who advocate them.

Civilizer

Civilization took a series of devastating blows during the
Mohilar War. With deprivation endemic and the bonds of
social cooperation fraying, someone has to step in to make
the Bleed livable again. Only when people feel safe, and
able to trust others, can businesses flourish and the eco-
nomy rise again. When employment and security return, the
fruits of civilization—arts, culture, scholarship—can resurge,
too. Until then, the treasures of the past will remain in peril,
and the future will be barren of accomplishment. You don't
care whether the Bleed rises again under the Combine, or
as an autonomous Zone. What matters is that it rises. And
until the rule of law is restored, that won’t happen. One day
Lasers will be unnecessary, as functional governments esta-
blish accountable police forces. Before this can happen, the
Bleed needs people like you, to take the first essential steps
on the road back.

L
-
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Chronicler

Ever since you were a little kid, you knew you were des-
tined for greatness as a writer. As the days of the Mohi-
lar War grew darker, you consoled yourself by recalling
that writers should write what they know—and that they
should know something interesting. Since then, you've
gone out into the world in search of new experiences
you could incorporate into your work. When the war
ended, you sought the toughest, most exciting and
romantic job in the furthest corner of the universe, all
in search of material for your magnum opus. You may
write non-fiction or cast your experiences in novel form.
Your chosen form might be the song, the holonovel—or
for that matter, photography, painting or some other
medium with a documentary element. Whatever the
method, you're determined that the history of this great,
sad era will be remembered—with your name stamped
indelibly on it.

Combinism

As a fervent believer in the Combine and its ideals, you
took a post as a Laser in order to bring order back to
the Bleed. By reducing its chaos, you will pave the way
for the inevitable day when the Combine recovers and
reasserts its authority in deed as well as in name. When
that time comes, you'll probably sign up for duty in the
Combine fleet. If so, you'll probably be resuming a com-
mission you resigned or were discharged from at war'’s

r )

CONFLICTING ORIVES

Some of the drives presented here might set you
up as a rival to another player with a contrasting
motivation. For example, Bleedists and Combinists
seek mutually exclusive political change. GMs and
players should take care to ensure that conflicting
character drives add spice to stories without side-
tracking them entirely. The mutual loyalty of crew
members who must protect each others’ backs
trumps all other differences. When drives conflict,
use them as a stepping stone for ongoing banter and
debate rather than an excuse to draw down on other

PCs.
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end. It may be that you're a young idealist who was just
a kid when the war ended, and sees Laser duty as a step-
ping stone to an eventual commission. By serving in a
Laser crew, you can keep them from slipping into cor-
ruption, so that they don't taint the Combine by asso-
ciation. Although you see successful mission comple-
tion as goal number one, you don't hesitate to lay the
groundwork for a Combine resurgence as opportunity
arises. You don’t want the Bleedist movement, which
espouses local independence, to succeed. Whether you
regard them as misguided rivals or venal traitors is up
to you.

You might have been motivated by abstract or material
concerns when you first signed on as a Laser, but over
the months or years, that all fell by the wayside. The
real reason to be part of a crew, you came to realize,
is for the intense bond between men and women who
depend completely on each other for their lives and li-
velihoods. The crew might have started out as a motley
band of outcasts, and in some ways they still are. But
deep down, they're like a family to you. The ties you've
forged under fire are in many ways stronger than blood.
(You might, in fact, be estranged from your kin. Or pe-
rhaps you lost them all in the war.) No value is more
important than personal loyalty. No people matter more
than the crew of your ship. And for them to survive and
prosper, the job has to get done. It may be dangerous,
but you know you can do it, if you all just pull together.

Derring-Do

Why are you a Laser? Because that's where the action is!
Only when your back is up against the wall do you feel
truly alive. People say “adrenaline junkie” like it's a bad
thing. But time and again you've proven the usefulness
of a person who embraces danger like a long-lost love.
That doesn’t mean you drift off when the others are sif-
ting facts and kicking around theories. Anyone can go
and get into a fight or stick his neck where it doesn’t
belong. The true thrill comes when the stakes are high,
and people are depending on you. That means knowing
your facts, cutting through the fog, and homing in on
the crux of the situation. Once you know the score,
that's when you shine: when you strap on your d-pistol
and dive right in, photons popping all around you.
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Entrepreneurial

You intend to be rich. You probably grew up despera-
tely poor during the bad old days of the war. Or maybe
your family once had it all, before everything went up in
disruptor smoke, and now you want it back. Maybe there
are easier, safer ways to fatten your bankroll, but none
of them panned out for you. After a succession of failed
schemes that supposedly couldn’t miss, you've settled on
the Laser business as the best match-up between your
ambitions and your skill set. Granted, the line of work is
a hard-scrabble one—for the moment. But you can see
how a single crew on a single ship might parlay itself into
a franchise and then an empire. When people hear of your
financial ambitions, they automatically assume that you're
bent. And sure, maybe you are occasionally tempted to
cut a corner or two to fatten the margins. But in the long
run you see that a reputation for honesty will serve as the
cornerstone of the vast law enforcement consortium you
hope to establish. And you'd better do it fast—because
you're darn sure you're not the only gun-wielding entre-
preneur who hopes to corner this market.

Exploration

You're never happier than when you've got a meglight in
your hand and a dark hallway ahead of you. Before the
War, a primary mission of the combine was the exploration
of the unknown. It plunged ever-further into the dark of
space, mapping new worlds and encountering unimagi-
ned life forms. Those ideals fell by the wayside during the
long years of the war, but they never lost their place in
your imagination. There's no money for exploration any
more. Nor with population sizes devastated by conflict is
there a hunger for additional worlds to colonize. That hey-
day might be gone forever, but you can still relive the mo-
ments of discovery logged by the great fleet captains of
the glory days. The Bleed was settled but still young as a
Combine sector when the Mohilar War struck. Many of its
dark corners remain undocumented. You might easily find
new worlds, creatures—perhaps even unknown sentient
species—as you bounce around the space lanes with your
Laser crew. Even on well-trodden planets, there’s usually a
strange ruin to plumb or weird anomaly to chase.

You subscribe to one of the many metaphysical doc-
trines that have sprung up in the wake of the Mohilar
War. It is either one of the nufaiths described starting
on p. 155, or one of your (the player’s) own creation.
At any rate, you see your Laser service as the means to
bring something valued by your creed to the people of
the Bleed. To list a few examples:

As a Kheren, you see the bringing of protection and
order to the helpless as an extension of the godhead’s
healing blessing.

As a Mondat, you solve mysteries and explain anomalies
as a way of repairing the world’s corrupted computer
code.

As a Blood Redeemer, you seek opportunities to slay the
unjust and perhaps to fulfill the purpose of your exis-
tence through holy self-sacrifice.

This is not to say that you let missionary speechifying get
in the way of the mission. If your sect proselytizes (not all
of them do), you see successful action as a Laser as the
best advertisement for your beliefs. However, given the
chance to quietly share your nufaith with a sympathetic
listener, you'll of course do your best to spread the word.

Family Tradition

Your parents, and their parent’s parents before them,
served in the Combine fleet. Generations of your family
have served the public as warriors, cops, and protectors.
Trace your lineage back to your species’ home world, and
you'll find a long line of officers and generals, stretching
back as far as history allows. For a reason you must de-
tail, you and the Combine fleet have parted ways. You
may, for example, have:

turned your back on it, heartsick at its pathetically
dwindling state

lost a field commission as demand for officers plum-
mets in the face of a shrinking fleet

been sidelined or cashiered after losing a political
infight

Although the slovenly conditions and communal deci-
sion-making of an effectuator vessel may be a far cry
from the spit-and-polish world you were raised in, it
beats civilian life. Maybe you'll slowly whip your uncon-




ventional crewmates into regulation shape. Or wait out
your exile until the Combine comes crawling back to
you, begging for you to set things shipshape. Until then,
if there are missions to be accomplished, you're there.
Your family tree is failure-free, and you aim to keep it
that way.

Footloose

You don't like to stay too long in one place. Maybe you
were born in a stultifying environment, and swore you'd
never be tied down again. On the other hand, you might
never have known a home, and get the sweats at the
thought of a permanent planetside roof over your head.
This is a particular malady of people raised in a military
environment, as you might have been during the war.

For someone struck by wanderlust, there's no sweeter
gig than being a Laser. You're always moving around.
You meet new people, go to fresh places, do a few exci-
ting things, and then disappear from their lives forever.
Though you're not planning to quit anytime soon—
you're hard-pressed to think of a sweeter gig—it soothes
you to know that you could, at any minute. In the mean-
time, you work and think hard to solve the case at hand.
Because when you do, you can get the heck out of there
and move on yet again.

Nobody does it better than you. Ever since you were
young, you showed a natural flair for every activity you
deigned to dabble in. Naturally you chose a glamorously
hazardous line of work, one that allows you to show off
your dazzling array of talents. You'd sooner act by the
seat of your pants than plan laboriously ahead—there’s
always some surprise that changes your plans anyway.
Every problem that confronts your Laser crew is a chance
to once again confirm to the world how great you are.
You tackle obstacles with aplomb, confident in your
brilliant intellect and inborn athleticism. If these qua-
lities weren’t counterbalanced by a disarming grin and
a cargo bay full of charisma, people might think you a
conceited blowhard. Well, maybe a few folks do anyway.
But they're jealous rivals and disgruntled ex-lovers,
mostly. Not that you worry your handsome head about
that. You're too busy making the Bleed a better place.

As is fitting for a Kch-thk, your life is driven by the need to
feed. Unlike many of your people, you are a discriminating
feeder, forever seeking new vistas of flavor. Accordingly, it
was logical to seek out a means of employment which would
take you to strange corners of the galaxy. You earn your keep
by doing as much as any other crew member to put down
cases and solve problems. But in moments of leisure, you help
yourself to whatever unusual forms of organic matter you can
conveniently and legally ingest. Hunger tourists are an elite
but admired lot. You probably keep a journal of your gusta-
tory adventures, which you periodically beam to kch-thk com-
munications network. These are enthusiastically devoured by
envious readers, who yearn for news of unfamiliar ingredients.
On occasion you might help to arrange for the collection and
transplantation of your food discoveries, for the excitement of
palates throughout the Bleed. Who knows? You might even
find something that mammals like to eat, too.

TN
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Integrationist (Cybe)

You belong to the small faction of cybes who identify
with the human race and still seek acceptance within
it. Signing on with a Laser crew not only provided you
a suitable outlet for skills picked up as a supersoldier
against the Mohilar, but law enforcement duties allow
you to demonstrate to a sometimes skeptical interstellar
public that cybes can be positive contributors to the
rebuilding of the entire sector. You also seek to show
your fellow cybes that they can work with humankind,
eventually recognizing that their connections to it are
stronger than their differences.

Justice-Seeker

Combine space used to be a place where the virtuous
were rewarded and the unjust punished. Now no such
certainties apply. The powerful act with impunity. The
weak cower in fear. As a Laser, you do your small part
to rebalance the scales. Decent, hardworking people
who harm no one must be shielded from harm. Preda-
tors and exploiters must once more dread the conse-
quences of their misdeeds. You are no vigilante; as a
Laser, you are a legally appointed deputy of a legiti-
mate authority. As such, you must bring true justice,
not revenge dressed up in pretty platitudes. Mercy and
good judgment must temper your wrath. You are not
the law, but are only its humble instrument.

Meditative Reconciliation

While all Tavak instinctively pursue a state of inner
peace, a relative few devote themselves as thorou-
ghly to it as you do. You practice a heavily philosophi-
cal branch of meditation called gahud, which literally
means the three-step staircase. By devoting yourself to
gahud, you divide your life into three stages. During the
first, youthful stage, you explore the self, engaging in
extended sessions of intense visualization.

During the second stage, which you are in now, you
explore the world, experiencing the extremes of physi-
cal reality. You put your body to the test by placing it in
danger. You test your understanding of others by tra-
veling to meet others whose concerns and perceptions
are as unlike yours as possible. Instead of reshaping

your inner world, you help to work positive changes in
the external world. You chose the problem-solving life
of a Laser as the ideal way to combine all three of these
goals, while supporting yourself besides.

When you are old, you will descend into the third stage,
when you fuse your inner and outer perceptions. At the
end of the process, you drop into what appears to be
a coma, surviving without the need for sustenance.
The earliest practitioners of gahud still live, a thousand
years later, immobile but apparently conscious, in the
mountaintop shrine of Vastra-Kav. They are the only
beings who can now live in the poisoned atmosphere
of your shattered homeworld.

Nowhere Else To Go

Until you signed on with your Laser crew, you were a
directionless vagabond. Despite the list of useful ta-
lents you picked up during the war, you were unable
to make a go of it in civilian life. Without family, friends
or opportunity, you bounced from one low-end, no-fu-
ture job to the next. This dispiriting period may have
been marked by addiction, depression, or some other
self-destructive behavior. Your path crossed with your
fellow crew members by random accident. (You can
decide how this happened now, or wait to improvise
the details of this backstory incident so that it supports
an unfolding storyline.) Finally your real life seemed to
begin, with all of those wasted years seeming merely a
prelude to it. The ship, the crew and the job is your life.
You attack each problem ferociously, as if afraid that
a single failure will send you spinning back into those
days of soul-crushing despair.

Phase Rider (Durugh)

With the heroic death of the old king and the ensuing
collapse of totalitarian durugh society, the ability to
Phase between dimensions is now open to all Durugh.
You've taken to it more than most. Like 3. 2% of the du-
rugh population, you are a munakti, the bearer of a rare
genetic variance that confers ecstatic psychedelic vi-
sions whenever you use your Phase power. The glorious
visions only come after you've used the ability under
stress. By signing on with a Laser crew, you guarantee a
steady succession of dangerous situations in which you
can use it. Like the durugh in general, you seek to prove
your worth to the crew by putting down cases as devo-



tedly as any other effectuator. Fortunately, you've lear-
ned the mental technique of tugha, which allows you to
postpone the onset of your visions for up to seventy-
two hours after you phase. Thus you can concentrate
on the case at hand without suddenly being whisked to
your psychotropic inner world.

Your visions might be part of a nufaith religious prac-
tice: if so, you might see them as metaphorical road-
maps of your spiritual journey, or true prophecies of
events to come. Just as likely, you see them through a
prism of rationalism, as mesmerizing neural fireworks
with no higher meaning.

If you take this drive, don’t forget to invest points in the
Phase ability (p. 50).

Professionalism

You do a job and do it well, and that's all the philoso-
phy you need in your life. You take Lasering seriously
and expect others to act accordingly. Nothing burns
you more than other crews who do sloppy work, fail
to execute according to contract parameters, or—worst
of all—engage in corrupt activity. The best compliment
you can give to another Laser is to say that he or she
is “good.” That means that he gets the job done with a
maximum of efficiency and a minimum of whining, he-
sitation or drama. You respect others who perform their
jobs, whatever they may be, in the same manner. Those
who fail to live up to the expectations of their duty,
whether through selfishness, inexperience, or laziness,
get nothing from you but your curt disapproval.

Somebody’s looking for you, and you don’t want them
to find you. If they do, you want the solid backup that
only a crew of heavily armed freelance law enforcers
can bring. Although you've always got one eye out for
signs that your pursuers have finally caught up with
you, you don't let that interfere with the performance of
your duties. You need the rest of the crew on your side
should that terrible day of reckoning ever arrive. So you
do your best to make yourself indispensable to them.
When the crew’s successes attract reputation-building
attention, you fade modestly into the background, to
keep your image from being broadcast. When internal
tensions tear at the group from within, you act as me-
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diator. They're your bubble of safety, and you mean to
protect that at all costs.

Consult with your GM to choose a backstory and pur-
suer that will fit the rest of the series. Here's a quick list
of ideas:

You're a cybe, genetically engineered by a team of si-
nister scientists who want to put you back in a cage for
a long-term study of their handiwork

You've been framed for a crime you didn't commit, and
have changed your identity while you try to clear your
name

You broke a law on a planet outside Combine jurisdic-
tion and are pursued by its vigilantes. It was either an
unjust law, or your crime was justifiable under the cir-
cumstances

Members of a cultish nufaith pursue you for apostasy

Your family, according to the tenets of a forbidding lo-
cal culture, must kill you to restore its tarnished honor.

Your brain has been altered or designed to make you
the ideal law enforcement agent. Depending on the de-
tails you choose for your backstory, you may or may not
be conscious of this. You might be a cybe, or a member
of any other race subjected to genetic or behavioral
modification. You tackle mysteries, entering hazardous
situations when necessary, because this is what your
deepest instincts tell you to do. That you would do
otherwise is no more thinkable than a vacuum cleaner
refusing to pick up dirt or a FTL engine refusing to in-
terlocus a warp corridor.

If you know that you're programmed, you react with
surprise when others are appalled by the notion. They
say you lack freedom of choice, but you see that others
are programmed, too—but often with contradictory
impulses that bring only unhappiness. You are glad to
have a clear consistent purpose—and in such an inte-
resting field! The fact that your programmers enginee-
red this contentment into you does not make it unreal.

If you decide to start play unaware of your program-
ming, consult with the GM to weave the personal arc
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that will result in its eventual revelation. In this case,
you will probably undergo a wrenching identity crisis
when the truth emerges. It will not, however, alter your
compulsion to act as an exemplary effectuator.

Re-evolution (Vas Mal)

You seek the means to reverse the effects of the Mohi-
lar doomsday weapon, which resulted in your people’s
deevolution from near-omniscient beings of universal
consciousness to malformed creatures of flesh and blood.
Though your ability to see through time has been terribly
reduced, the Vas Mal can still perceive the future, as through
a persistent fog. You know that the answer to the enigma
will be found somewhere in the Bleed, by members of a La-
ser crew. They will stumble onto it while probing into some
seemingly unrelated case. Now that you have been expelled
from eternity’s bosom, the future is but dimly written. You
must make it come true, by being in the right place at the
right time. You are not the only Vas Mal hoping to fulfill the
so-called prophecy (an ignorant, superstitious term), but
you hope to be the one who does so. Until then, you work
with fervor for your crew, as every clue you uncover might
just be the one to liberate your people, casting them back
into their due state of beyondness.

You are a member of a minority whose youth are, at least in
your opinion, unused to seeing themselves in positions of
competence and authority. You went into law enforcement
to show the next generation that they are just as worthy and
capable of leadership as the majority. Every case you put
down, every problem you solve, creates a path for others
like you to follow. You might belong to a small, derided or
dispirited species group: the cybe, durugh, or kch-thk. Or
you could belong to an oppressed cultural minority within
the other races.

This drive differs from Something To Prove, below, in that
your motivation is more social than personal. You're acting
to better the lot of a coming generation.

Scientific Inquiry

The beautiful thing about science, the pursuit that defines
your life, is that every answer leads to a new question,
and new vistas of knowledge. In an earlier generation, you

might have been content to while away your years in a
quietly humming, antiseptic laboratory, painstakingly fur-
thering one avenue of research. Among the tragedies of
the Mohilar War was its devastating effect on pure research.
If a project wasn't directly applicable to the war effort, it
found itself without funding or resources. A generation
of students found itself redirected to the development of
weapons technologies. Universities became military tar-
gets; many were destroyed and have yet to rebuild. With
the galactic economy still in tatters, the true scientists must
find unconventional venues for research.

You joined a Laser crew knowing that the problems they're
contracted to solve often revolve around weird anomalies
and strange technologies. Laser work forces you to act as
a generalist. Its dangers make you less a lab-coated scho-
lar than a two-fisted modern Darwin. Along the way you've
made the oddest discovery of all—that's the way you like it.

Self-Exclusion (Balla)

Balla who cannot suppress the outward display of their fee-
lings are dangerous to themselves and to others of their
race. Overt emotionalism can provoke a chain reaction of
mental breakdown. Yet, despite all of your training and
mental discipline, that is what you did—or nearly did—back
among your people. As you attempt to tame your rampant
extroversion, you have found a place for yourself among
aliens, who are at no risk from it. The isolation and continual
relocation of a Laser crew suits you just fine. The cases you
take on occasionally put you in contact with others of your
people, but for short enough periods that you can minimize
contact and hope for the best. Perhaps in the mysteries you
confront you will find a solution to the ultimate enigma—
your failings as a balla.

Choose this drive only if you are the only player taking a
balla character. By taking it you preclude other players from
making new balla PCs, so long as your character remains
active.

Sexual Adventure

You signed up as a Laser after cluing in to one essential
observation: lots of gals and/or guys get turned on by the
sight of a uniform. As far as you're concerned, the entire
purpose of a starship is that you can use it to cruise around
the Bleed, meeting and bedding the sexiest creatures in
the galaxy. Service as a Laser lets you love and leave ‘em



guiltlessly—your conquests know it's part of the deal from
the jump. Although you can hardly blame them if they get
attached...

Somehow, your cases always seem to bring you into contact
with the foxiest exponents of your desired sex. By pursuing
the clues and taking on the bad guys, you are routinely
presented with situations highly conducive to temporary
romance: rescuing, interrogating, handcuffing, getting trap-
ped together in escape pods. .. Nobody can tell you there’s
a career with a better benefits package!

Social Engineer (Cybe)

You are a cybe, of the dominant evolver faction that sees
itself as a new species and seeks to create a utopia for its
genetically engineered, potentially immortal people. Unfor-
tunately, early attempts to create a perfect society along
grounds of extreme personal autonomy have hit a few pre-
dictable bumps. As a social engineer, you seek the mathe-
matically ideal social and constitutional structure for your
people. In pursuit of this goal, you signed on with a Laser
crew. As a traveling troubleshooter, you get the chance to
see first hand the fault lines in the rebuilding polities of
the Bleed. Social crises to one degree or another underlie
almost all of the cases you encounter. Every mystery you
solve teaches you a valuable lesson, which one day you will
use to the benefit of cybes everywhere.

Something To Prove
All your life you've been written off, disregarded, and unde-
restimated. You may have been:

a late bloomer in a family of overachievers

a slave

a member of a despised caste

the inheritor of a family disgrace

deemed unattractive or monstrous

physically handicapped in a culture intolerant of
outward defect

(These are examples; by all means, supply your own answer
to the question, in consultation with the GM.)

Some people would have resigned themselves to this treat-
ment, would have believed what others said of them. Not
you. You worked harder than anyone to prove your worth. In
response to this, you were mocked, cheated, and punished.
Finally breaking free of your humble circumstances, you
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made your way—struggling for each inch of advantage—to
apply for duty aboard a Laser vessel. Even though you've
won the trust of your comrades, you can’t help but throw
yourself headlong into any task. Those jeering voices still
ring in your head, telling you you're inferior. You cannot and
will not let them win.

Let others have their Shakespeare, their Keats, their Ro-
valion-8. To you, true poetry lies in the engineering of
devices. You had a wrench in your hand before you knew
how to talk. You were disassembling vehicles before you
were legally old enough to drive them. If you served du-
ring the war, you quickly earned a reputation as a miracle
worker in the engineering room. Afterward you may have
taken a lucrative job in some rebuilding industry, but
found the work boring by comparison to the seat-of-the-
pants, emergency-driven work on a spaceship under fire.
With a new generation of sticklers and specifications-lo-
ving bureaucrats squeezing out all the combat-hardened
techsters of the war years, you drifted to the Bleed in
search of rougher challenges. You found it in a Laser crew.
More than that, you discovered that your understanding
of technologies could not only get the ship out of tough
scrapes, but could be used to solve the mysteries that put
them in trouble in the first place. To get you out of the
Laser racket, they'll have to pry you out with a crowbar.
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his chapter describes the basic GUMSHOE rules system
and is addressed to players and GM alike. But first bear
with us for a little explanatory theory.

WAAT QUMSNOE O0ES

GUMSHOE speeds and streamlines the time-honored form
of the investigative roleplaying game. The central question
a traditional RPG asks is:

Will the heroes get the information they need?

Assuming that they look in the right place and apply ap-
propriate abilities to the task, GUMSHOE ensures that the
heroes get the basic clues they need to move through the
story. The question it asks is:

What will the heroes do with the information once they've
got it?

If you think about it, this is how the source materials we
base our mystery scenarios on handle clues. You don't see
the forensic techies on CSI failing to successfully use their
lab equipment, or Sherlock Holmes stymied and unable to
move forward because he blew his Zoology roll.

You don't see this because, in a story, failure to gain in-
formation is rarely more interesting than getting it. New
information opens up new narrative possibilities, new
choices and actions for the characters. Failure to get infor-
mation is a null result that takes you nowhere.

In a fictional procedural, whether it's a mystery novel or
an episode of a cop show, the emphasis isn't on finding
the clues in the first place. When it really matters, you may
get a paragraph telling you how difficult the search was,
or a montage of a CSI team tossing an apartment. But the
action really starts after the clues are gathered.

Investigative scenarios are not about finding clues, they're
about interpreting the clues you do find.

GUMSHOE, therefore, makes the finding of clues all but
automatic, as long as you get to the right place in the
story and have the right ability. That's when the fun part
begins, when the players try to put the components of the
puzzle together.

That's hard enough for a group of armchair detectives,
without withholding half the pieces from them. Every
investigative scenario begins with a crime or conspiracy
committed by a group of antagonists. The bad guys do
something bad. The player characters must figure out who
did it and put a stop to their activities.

When you do see information withheld from characters,
it's seldom portrayed as a failure on the part of the com-
petent, fact-gathering heroes. Instead the writers show an
external force preventing them from applying their abili-
ties. In a space opera show, you might get the proverbial
ion storm that prevents the crew from scanning the planet
before they go down. Information is only withheld when
it makes the story more interesting—usually by placing
the heroes at a handicap while they move forward in the
storyline. In GUMSHOE terms, they're not trying to get an
available clue and failing; they're using an ability for which
no clue is available.

Historically, story-based roleplaying, of which investigative
games were an early if not the earliest example, evolved
from dungeon-bashing campaigns. They treat clues the
same way that dungeon games treat treasure. You have to
search for the clue that takes you on to the next scene. If
you roll well, you get the clue. If not, you don't—and the
story grinds to a halt.

However, treasure gathering isn't the main event in a
dungeon game. There, the central activity is killing the
monsters and enemies who live in the dungeon. The trea-



sure-finding phase comes afterwards, as a mere reward.
If you don't get all the treasure in a room, you lose out
a bit, but the story keeps going, as you tromp down the
hallway to the next monster-filled chamber.

Imagine a dungeon game where you always had to roll
well to find another room to plunder, or sit around fee-
ling frustrated and bored.

Many of our favorite roleplaying games use the traditio-
nal roll-to-get-a-clue model. You may have been lucky
enough to play in them without ever seeing your game
ground to a halt after a failed information roll. Perhaps
your GM, or the scenario designer, has carefully crafted
the adventure so that you never have to get any specific
clue to advance the story.

More likely, your GM adjusts on the fly to your failed
rolls, creating elaborate workarounds that get you the
same information by different means. When you think
about it, these runarounds moments are essentially
time killers. They bring about a predetermined, neces-
sary result while giving you the illusion of randomness
and chance. GUMSHOE cuts out these filler moments in
favor of scenes that actually advance the story. With the
time saved, you can construct more detailed, compelling
mysteries for the players to sort out. That's where the
streamlining comes in.

If you've never had a game stop dead on a missed clue,
you may naturally figure that it never happens to anyone.
Having run GMing seminars at conventions for years, I
can assure you that this is not the case. People come up
to me all the time to share their horror stories of games
that literally go nowhere on a blown spot test. This
should not be surprising. GMs are doing what the rules
tell them to do, and failing to see the unwritten rule that
they should then spend five to twenty minutes of game
time introducing a workaround.

GUMSHOE gives you the rules you should actually use as
written, and skips the workaround.

But even if you've never noticed this problem, it will still
give you a faster, more concentrated take on the investi-
gative formula.
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FROM STRUCTURE TO
GTORM

The GM’s structure notes are not a story. The story occurs as
you, the team of players, bring the structure to life through
the actions of your characters. The story proceeds from
scene to scene, where you determine the pace, discovering
clues and putting them together. Your characters interact
with locations, gathering physical evidence, and supporting
characters run by the GM, gathering expert and eyewitness
testimony.

The first scene presents the mystery you have to solve. You
then perform legwork, collecting information that tells you
more about the case. Each scene contains information poin-
ting to a new scene. Certain scenes may put a new twist on
the investigation, as the initial mystery turns out to be just
one aspect of a much bigger story. As clues accumulate, a
picture of the case emerges, until your characters arrive at
a climactic scene, where all is revealed and the bad guys
confronted. A wrap-up scene accounts for loose ends and
shows the consequences of your success—or, in rare ins-
tances, failure. (Why is failure possible at all? Its possibility
creates urgency and suspense.)

To move from scene to scene, and to solve the overall mys-
tery, you must gather clues. They fuel your forward momen-
tum.

TID FOR DLAUERS:
CONTAININD SPECULATION

Investigative scenarios often bog down into specula-
tive debate between players about what could be hap-
pening. Many things can be happening, but only one
thing is. If more than one possible explanation ties to-
gether the clues you have so far, you need more clues.

Whenever you get stuck, get out and gather more
information.




FROM STRUCTURD TO STORU

Gathering Clues

Gathering clues is simple. All you have to do is: 1) get
yourself into a scene where relevant information can be
gathered and 2) have the right ability to discover the
clue and 3) tell the GM that you're using it. As long as
you do these three things, you will never fail to gain a
piece of necessary information. It is never dependent
on a die roll. If you ask for it, you will get it.

You can specify exactly what you intend to achieve: “/
use Imaging to determine if the figure in the holorecor-
ding has really been infected by a Denovian moldspawn.”

Or you can engage in a more general informational
fishing expedition: “I use Energy Signatures to scan for
anomalous readings.”

If your suggested action corresponds to a clue in the
scenario notes, the GM provides you the information
arising from the clue.

You're investigating the strange viroware malfunction
that has turned your ship's stratco, Matt Bruco (normal-
ly played by Brandon, but absent for the current ses-
sion) into a maniacal parody of his true self. Searching
the area where he was last seen in his right mind, you
tramp across the crunchy silicate surface of the planet
Chronos.

GM: “You spot a peculiar shack hidden amid the
transparent rocks.”

You: "A peculiar, huh? | draw on my knowledge of
Industrial Design to see if | can tell anything about
it from its style of construction.”

GM: “From its biomorphic forms and distinctive
support struts, you recognize it as the work of a
little-known alien species called the Uthon.”

Some clues would be obvious to a trained investigator
immediately upon entering a scene. These passive clues
are provided by the GM without prompting.

GM: "As you draw closer to the shack, you spot
droplets of what looks like blood on a jagged silica
rock”

Scenarios suggest which clues are passive and which
are active, but your GM will adjust these in play de-
pending on how much guidance you seem to need. On
a night when you're cooking with gas, the GM will sit
back and let you prompt her for passive clues. When
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you're bogging down, she may volunteer what would
normally be active clues.

Early in the series, or on a night when everyone’s
experiencing a collective caffeine crash, the GM
might instead run the shack clue, above, like this:

GM: "You spot a peculiar shack hidden amid the
transparent rocks. Who has Industrial Design?”

You: “l do.”

GM: “"From its biomorphic forms and distinctive sup-
port struts, you recognize it as the work of a little-
known alien species called the Uthon.”

For groups preferring to hide the game terms, the GM
can rely on an Investigative Ability Worksheet, (see Ap-
pendix). Knowing from the sheet which characters have
which abilities, the GM supplies passive clues without
stopping to ask. Given a choice between multiple PCs
who have the same ability, the GM picks either a cha-
racter who hasn’t had a chance to shine lately, or the
one with the highest pool in the relevant ability. The GM
might stick with one approach, or switch between them
as the moment seems to demand. However, characters
who are directly present should always take precedence
over those observing the action via headset (p. 125).

GM: “You spot a peculiar shack hidden amid the
transparent rocks. ” [Checks the worksheet, seeing
that, of the various characters present, you have the
highest Industrial Design rating. Addressing you,
she says:] “From its biomorphic forms and distinc-
tive support struts, you recognize it as the work of a
little-known alien species called the Uthon.”

The exact give-and-take surrounding the provision of
clues will vary seamlessly based on the situation. Typi-
cally your GM will sit back and invite you to take the
lead, subtly taking up the slack as needed.

For each scene, the GM designates a core clue. This is
the clue you absolutely need to move to the next scene,
and thus to complete the entire investigation.

Certain clues allow you to gain special benefits by spen-
ding points from the relevant investigative ability pool.
During your first few scenarios, your GM will offer you
the opportunity to spend additional points as you unco-
ver these clues. After that it's up to you to ask if it there’s
anything to be gained by spending extra time or effort
on a given clue. You can even propose specific ways to
improve your already good result; if your suggestion




with General abilities.

The benefit can lead to a flashback scene.

EXAMALE DENEFITS

Here some special benefits you might get from investigative point spends.

The benefit gives you an advantage in a future contest of General abilities.
> you see that your shuttle craft has been sabotaged before you fire up its engines
> you notice that there is a gap in the force shielding around the back of the suspicious installation
» the plans reveal that, to avoid triggering the ion bomb, you must keep it horizontal

The benefit gives a supporting characters a favorable impression of you.

» you recognize and recover stolen artwork for the original owner, who will then be more inclined to help you

> you spend points to discover a hidden room where there is a hostage who can either give clues or even help

» once you find the hostage, you spend Reassurance to calm his nerves
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» you find the body of an old colleague, and remember that he was a good Laser who hit the skids after his
crew wrecked its reputation in a ship confiscation scandal

» a Virology spend allows you to specify that you helped design a cybe witness favorite viral enhancement

herself

Extra point spends might speed up an investigation:

hour, instead of half a day

\

Point spends can help you resolve moral dilemmas or avoid reputation-smirching incidents.

> Intimidating a local might net a core clue for free, but a two point Reassurance spend on the same witness
could get you the same information without blackening your name

» alittle Flirting with the witness to one of your recent infractions encourages her to keep the incident to

» a Forensic Anthropology spend lets you run all of the DNA samples you gathered on the asteroid in half an

» aspend on a History ability means that you can rattle off an obscure piece of trivia off the top of your head,
rather than visibly consulting the ship’s database via your headset

A spend might allow you to stretch the definition of the ability you're using, granting you a core clue that would ordina-
rily be gained with a different ability than the one you have. See the spend example in the main text.

/

is persuasive or entertaining, the GM may award you
a special benefit not mentioned in her scenario notes.

Each benefit costs either 1 or 2 points from the relevant
pool, depending on the difficulty of the additional action
and the scope of the reward. When asking you if you want
to purchase the benefit, the GM always tells you how much
it will cost. Additional information gained provides flavor,
but is never required to solve the case or move on to a new

scene. Often it makes the character seem clever, powerful,
or heroic. It may grant you benefits useful later in the sce-
nario, frequently by making a favorable impression on sup-
porting characters. If you think of your GUMSHOE game
as a TV series, an extra benefit gives the actor playing your
character a juicy spotlight scene.

“What do | know about the Uthon?” you ask. “I have 3
points in Xenoculture.”

PO




FROM STRUCTURD TO STORU

The GM answers: “There are only a few recorded en-
counters with them. Mysteries concerning the Uthon
start with the location of their homeworld. Each time
they appear in Combine incident reports, they've been
discovered conducting ruthless scientific experiments
on unwilling and unaware subjects.”

“"Hmm, Id like to know more about them than that.
Can | pay points to specify that I've studied these inci-
dent reports in detail, and can easily recall them?”

“Uh, sure,” the GM says. "How about two points?”
“It's a deal” you reply.

She then gives you a core clue that the scenario lists as
falling under Combine History. ‘After the last incident,
on the planet Borov-n‘ar-3, the Combine captain who
dealt with them seemingly went insane. He plunged
his ship into a black hole and was assumed dead. Later,
he was found buried in a cell on Borov'nar, claiming
he'd never returned to his ship.”

The spend allows you to make an intuitive leap:
“Sounds like cloning to me!”

The crew still would have gathered the clue eventually,
but now you have it before you explore the Uthon hut,
and can take precautions. “I don’t want to risk being
cloned. Can | use Systems Design to jury-rig my in-
sureshield so that it obliterates any stray hairs or exfo-
liated bits of skin | might leave behind when | go in
there?”

“You can certainly try” the GM says, as she realizes
that you're cleverly foiling one of the hazards you'll
encounter inside the structure.

Spending points on benefits gives often you an advantage,
perhaps in a later General conflict. Thus it is to your advan-
tage to propose cool benefits to the GM, even when they
aren't specified in the scenario.

The act of spending points for benefits is called a spend.
The GM'’s scenario notes may specify that you get Benefit X
for a 1-point spend, or Benefit Y for a 2-point spend.

GMs of great mental agility who feel comfortable granting
their players influence over the details of the narrative may
allow them to specify the details of a special benefit.

The mere act of proposing a spend in a situation for which
the GM has no special benefit to offer never costs you
points.

Inconspicuous Clues

Sometimes the characters instinctively notice something
without actively looking for it. Often this situation occurs in
places they're moving through casually and don’t regard as
scenes in need of intensive searching. The team might pass
by a holo-concealed door, spot a droplet of blood on the
marble of an immaculate ship’s bridge, or spot an out-of-
place fungal organism growing on the underside of a fuel
tank. Interpersonal abilities can also be used to find incon-
spicuous clues. The classic example is of a character whose
demeanor or behavioral tics establish him as suspicious.

It's unreasonable to expect players to ask to use their va-
rious abilities in what appears to be an innocuous transitio-
nal scene. Otherwise they'd have to tediously plumb every
scene change, running down their abilities in obsessive
checklist fashion. That way madness lies.

Instead the GM asks which character has the highest cur-
rent pool in the ability in question. (When in doubt for what
ability to use for a basic search, the GM defaults to Evi-
dence Collection.)

If two or more pools are equal, it goes to the PC with the
highest rating. If ratings are also equal, their characters find
the clue at the same time.

To your surprise, you find a human dwelling in the shack,
clad in stinking rags. He says that he was captured by aliens
and subjected to a terrifying battery of intrusive medical
experiments. In fact, he’s a clone, brainwashed into a fana-
tical loyalty for his Uthon creators. According to the GM’s
notes, his story is both vague and a bit too enthusiastically
told—in other words, it should ping any Laser’s Bullshit De-
tector. Both your character and Dialectic (played by Mike)
have this popular and widely useful ability, but you have 1
more point in your pool than Mike does.

The GM addresses you: “You get a strong sense that the
guy is afraid of you, and making up the story he thinks you
want to hear”

General Spends

Occasionally you'll want to create a task at which there is
no reasonable chance of failure, but which should cost the
characters a degree of effort. To do this, simply charge the
character(s) a number of points from relevant general abi-
lity pools. Where tasks can be performed by cooperative
effort, multiple characters may contribute points to them.
1 or 2 points per character is a reasonable general spend .
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All die rolls in GUMSHOE use a single,
ordinary (six-sided) die.
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Leveraged Clues

A staple element of mystery writing is the crucial fact
which, when presented to a previously resistant witness
or suspect, causes him to break down and suddenly sup-
ply the information or confession the detectives seek.
This is represented in GUMSHOE by the leveraged clue.
This is a piece of information which is only available from
the combined use of an interpersonal ability, and the
mention of another, previously gathered clue. The cited
clue is called a prerequisite clue, and is by definition a
sub-category of core clue.

Pipe Clues

A clue which is important to the solution of the mystery,
but which becomes significant much later in the sce-
nario, is called a pipe clue. The name is a reference to
screenwriting jargon, where the insertion of exposition
that becomes relevant later in the narrative is referred
to as "laying pipe.” The term likens the careful arrange-
ment of narrative information to the work performed by
a plumber in building a house.

Pipe clues create a sense of structural variety in a scena-
rio, lessening the sense that the PCs are being led in a
strictly linear manner from Scene A to Scene B to Scene
C. When they work well, they give players a "eureka” mo-
ment, as they suddenly piece together disparate pieces
of the puzzle. A possible risk with pipe clues lies in the
possible weakness of player memories, especially over
the course of a scenario broken into several sessions.
The GM may occasionally have to prompt players to re-
member the first piece of a pipe clue when they encoun-
ter a later component.
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TESTS

A test occurs when the outcome of an ability use is in doubt.
Tests apply to general skills only. Unlike information gathe-
ring attempts, tests carry a fairly high chance of failure. They
may portend dire consequences if you lose, provide advan-
tages if you win, or both.

Even in the case of general skills, the GM should call for
tests only at dramatically important points in the story, and
for tasks of exceptional difficulty. Most general ability uses
should allow automatic successes, with possible bonuses on
point spends, just like investigative abilities.

There are two types of test: simple tests and contests.

A simple test occurs when the character attempts an ac-
tion without active resistance from another person or en-
tity. Examples include driving a treacherous road, jumping
a gorge, sneaking into an unguarded building, binding a
wound, shooting a target, disconnecting a security system,
or resisting mutant mental powers.

The GM determines how hard any given action is by assi-
gning it a Difficulty Number ranging from 2 to 8 (occasional-
ly even higher), where 2 offers only a slim chance of failure, 4
is the norm and 8 verges on the impossible. The player rolls
a single die; if the result is equal to or higher than the Diffi-
culty Number, the character succeeds. Before rolling the die,
the player may choose to spend any number of points from
the relevant ability pool, adding these to the final die result.
Players who forget to specify the number of points they want
to spend before rolling are stuck with the unmodified results.

You want to roll under a rapidly closing blast wall before
an amnesia bomb goes off and robs you of your know-
ledge of the Uthon plot. You have 8 points in your Ath-
letics pool. With the facts on the Uthon crucial to your
contract payout, you decide to go all out. You spend half
of your pool, 4 points, on the attempt. You roll a 5, to
which you add the 4 spent Athletics points, for a final
result of 9. With mere micro-instants to spare, you slip
under the wall before it seals shut. The brainwave-frying
explosion rattles harmlessly against the polymer-rein-
forced protective door.

The GM never directly reveals Difficulty Numbers. She may,
in response to player questions, give rough verbal indica-
tions of how hard a task seems to the naked eye:




“You've got plenty of time—unless you slip.”

“The last time you slid for a blast door that far away,
you made it. The time before that was a different story.”

“If you make it through, it'll be a miracle.”

(Some GUMSHOE groups feel that GMs should announce
Difficulty numbers, so players never feel that they've unne-
cessarily overspent. The designer regards this as, frankly, a
wuss-out. General ability spends force players to ask them-
selves, "how much do I really want this?” It's the need to
balance two competing possible negative outcomes—spen-
ding more than you need versus failing—that lends an es-
sential emotional frisson to the decision-making process and
subsequent die roll. If you decide to reveal numbers, and the
designer finds out that you're doing it, he might well tease
you about it.)

You can always make a test of any general ability, even
when you have no points in its pool, or even if you have a
rating of 0. Exception: you must have a rating of at least 1
in a species-specific ability to make a test against it.

On select occasions you might qualify to spend points on
an ability rated at O; see Lucky Shots, p. 69.

Note: This rule departs from other GUMSHOE games
such as Trail of Cthulhu in which, with limited exceptions,
characters without a General ability cannot make a test of
that ability.

The test represents the character’s best chance to suc-
ceed. Once you fail, you've shot your wad and cannot
retry unless you take some other supporting action that
would credibly increase your odds of success. If allowed
to do this, you must spend more pool points than you did
on the previous attempt. If you can’t afford it, you can't
retry.

The cloned Matt Bruco has broken loose from his
bonds to grab the helm of the shuttle craft you're
piloting. While Dialectic subdues him, you must use
your Shuttle Craft ability to right its course before it
crashes into a communications relay station. You've
Just failed your first test, spending 2 points from your
Shuttle Craft pool on the attempt. Thanks to an ima-
ging spend, the GM allows you one more shot before
you smash into the station. To qualify for this at-
tempt, you must spend at least 3 Shuttle Craft points.
Fortunately you have 4 points left, so you're good to
go. You hate to spend all of your shuttle piloting this
early in the episode, but smacking into that station
might give the counterfeit Bruco a chance to escape.
The Difficulty Number of the piloting attempt is 5.
You roll a 5; adding the 3 points expenditure, you get
a final result of 8. Executing a hair-raising barrel roll,
you reassert gravitic inertia, and right your course.
The shuttle blazes past the station, merely knocking
off a redundant antenna array.

Piggybacking

When a group of characters act in concert to perform a task
together, they designate one to take the lead. That character
makes a simple test, spending any number of his own pool
points toward the task, as usual. All other characters pay 1
point from their relevant pools in order to gain the benefits
of the leader’s action. These points are not added to the lea-



der’s die result. For every character who is unable to pay this
piggybacking cost, either because he lacks pool points or
does not have the ability at all, the Difficulty Number of the
attempt increases by 2.

After interrogating the re-subdued clone aboard the
Eastwood, you determine that the Uthon have set up
their main research facility inside what an apparently
derelict Mohilar vessel drifting in space. They have cap-
tive experimental subjects on board, and you don’t want
to risk their lives by starting a ship-to-ship skirmish. Ins-
tead you settle on a covert boarding mission.

Your hailer has jammed their scanner arrays with Com-
munications Intercept, allowing a team to drive a shutt-
lecraft to its cargo bay undetected. Now you have to
open and move through the hatch without triggering
any sensors they might have installed in the ruined ship.
The task requires a Systems Repair test. Your wrench,
Kai Reffen (Sarah), will take the lead, with you, Dialectic
(Mike) and the real Matt Bruco (Brandon, now back at
the gaming table) piggybacking.

Kai has 8 points in her Systems Repair pool. You, Dialec-
tic and Matt have 2, 0, and 4, respectively. You and Matt
pay 1 point apiece, dropping your pool to 1 and Matt's to

QIFFICULTY NUMBERS ANd
STORY PACING

Just as the GUMSHOE system keeps the story
moving by making all crucial clues accessible to the
characters, GMs must ensure that tests and contests
essential to forward narrative momentum can be
overcome. Assign relatively low Difficulty Numbers
of 4 or less to these crucial plot points. Reserve espe-
cially hard Difficulty Numbers for obstacles which
provide interesting but nonessential benefits. Alter-
natively, ensure that failing such tests causes negative
consequences other that stalling the adventure, for
example, causing damage to the PCs.

For example, if the characters have to sneak into the
McMillenist compound in order to stage the final
confrontation, assign the relatively low Difficulty
Number of 4 to the task. If it seems to the characters
that they ought to have a tougher time of it, insert a
detail justifying their ease of success. The soldier assi-
gned to patrol duty might be found passed out at his
post, say. If they fail, perhaps a PC has accidentally

touched an electric fence and takes damage.

\_ )
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3. Because Dialectic has nothing to spend, the Difficulty
of the Systems Repair increases from 5 to 7. You might
have left him behind, but he’s the ship’s medic, and will
be needed to safely revive the comatose captives. Sarah
spends 4 points and rolls a 3—exactly what you needed.

With such a close result, the GM narrates a razor’s-edge
victory, singling out the empty-pooled character as the
one who nearly brings it all crashing down: "As you slide
through the hatch, Dialectic momentarily loses his scan-
lock on the dampening frequency. Kai jumps in to over-
ride the signal, squelching the alarm.”

You're now safely aboard the floating lab.

In many instances a group cannot logically act in concert.
Only one character can steer a ground vehicle at one time.
Two characters with Preparedness check their individual kits
in sequence, rather than checking a single kit at the same
time.

Piggybacking applies only to simple tests, not to contests,
lucky shots, showdowns, or other ability rolls.

Lucky Shots

In a desperate situation, you may be called on to use an ge-
neral ability you don't have. Once per episode, a character
with a rating of 0 in a given ability may attempt a lucky shot.
The other players must grant unanimous permission for the
character to try a lucky shot. They have a vested interest be-
cause the once-per-episode rule applies to the entire crew.
If they let you use the lucky shot, none of them will be able
to try it later on.

If allowed to go forward, you spend up to 4 points from your
highest current general ability pool, and add it to your roll.

Should you succeed, you get the result you wanted, but are
required to describe the outcome as somehow fluky or em-
barrassing. Thus you preserve the sense that the players who
invested real points in the ability are the real masters, and
you succeeded through sheer happenstance. Alternately, you
can succeed with a straight face, but then explain how the
victory really belongs to the PC with the highest rating in the
ability. Maybe she taught you a few tricks between episodes.
Or perhaps you remember something bad-ass she did ear-
lier, and are simply aping it now.

You're playing the ship’s bagger and wrench, well known
for standing well away from any fight. You are the only
crew member available to guard a prisoner when the
crew’s security officer is called away to deal with a new
threat. As soon as she goes, the captured alien disarms
the force-shield securing its jail cell and makes a break
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for the doorway. You have a gun in your hand and no
rating in Shooting.

“Can | make this our lucky shot for the episode?” you ask
the other players. “We worked hard to capture this guy
and don't want him getting away.”

The other players agree. Your highest current rating is
a 12, in Business Affairs. You spend 4 points, dropping
your pool to 8. You roll a 4, enough to overcome its im-
pressive Hit Threshold of 6.

Your GM has already quietly decided that a single suc-
cessful shot will convince the alien to surrender. "Okay,
you've stopped him, but in a fluky way,” she says. "What
happened?”

‘I aimed right at him, but flinched at the last minute.
The shot went wild, hitting a beam overhead and sen-
ding that ornamental light fixture crashing down on its
head.”

The GM nods, accepting your description; you accom-
plished the goal without eclipsing your security officer.

GMs aiming for a gritty tone may discourage funny or slaps-
tick-style action descriptions.

Lucky shots apply to species-specific abilities only if you're a
member of the species associated with the ability.

Cooperation

When multiple characters cooperate toward a single
goal, they agree which of them is undertaking the task
directly, and which is assisting. The leader may spend
any number of points from her pool, adding them to
the die roll. The assistant may pay any number of points
from his pool. All but one of these is applied to the die
roll.

Taken by surprise, the Uthon vanish, using an un-
known technology. To prevent the crew from rea-
ding its energy signatures, they set off a final trap,
sending lethal jolts through the life-support system
housing the captive experimental subjects. Stopping
the effect before it kills the prisoners will require
another test of the group’s already depleted Systems
Repair pools. Kai (Sarah) with 4 points left, takes the
lead, with Matt (Brandon) assisting. With only 1 left
in your pool, there'’s no point in your trying to assist,
because you need to have at least 1 extra point left
to pay the cooperation cost. Both Sarah and Brandon
spend all of their remaining points. Her 4 points add
to the die roll as usual; Brandon spends 2, but adds
only 1 to the result. Sarah rolls a 3, to which 4 and 1
are added for a result of 8. This beats the unrevealed

Difficulty Number of 6, saving the patients. The crew
has now fulfilled the terms of its contract, and can
arrange for a payout after transporting the freed
captives to the nearest Combine outpost.

Toll Tests

In a toll test, your success is assured, if you want it
enough, but the cost of your effort is not. The GM in-
forms you of the Difficulty; you roll the die without an-
nouncing an expenditure. Once you see the die result,
you then decide whether to spend the points needed
to bridge the gap between die roll and Difficulty, or to
allow yourself to fail. The base Difficulty of a toll test
is 6, which may be modified upwards as circumstances
warrant.

Chiara, playing wrench Titus Mbae, installs a tractor
beam on her ship, the Morricone. This calls for a toll
test of her Systems Design ability. Titus has 8 points
in his pool. The Difficulty of the test is 6. Chiara rolls
a 5. She spends 1 point to get her result up to the
needed Difficulty, leaving her Systems Design pool at
7. Titus has successfully installed the tractor beam.

Toll tests are used for bolt-on installation (p. 115) They
may be of use in this or any other GUMSHOE game for
situations to which you want to attach a modicum of
suspense, while at the same time making failure extre-
mely unlikely.

Ratings as Difficulty

You may want to use a supporting character’s rating in a
general ability as a benchmark for the Difficulty of a PC's
test. Supporting character ratings translate into difficul-
ties as follows:

Rating Difficulty
1-7 4
8-12 5
13-16 6
17+ 7




You are in the room when Docetist, a cybe supporting
character, tries to surreptitiously activate a mysterious
piece of alien technology. Rather than having the sup-
porting character make a Filch test to succeed, the GM
requires a Surveillance test from you, to see if your cha-
racter spots his attempt. Docetist’s Filch rating is 12, ma-
king this a Difficulty 5 Surveillance test.

Margins

In some special tests or contests, the difference between
difficulty and result is used to determine the degree of
failure or success. This number is called the margin.

Examples of Ashen Stars rules where the margin mat-
ters include the determination of downtime between
contracts, and escape from navigational hazards.

Contests

Contests occur when two characters, often a player cha-
racter and a supporting character controlled by the GM,
actively attempt to thwart one another.

In a contest, each character acts in turn. The first to fail
a roll of the contested ability loses. The GM decides who
acts first. In a chase, the character who bolts from the
scene acts first. Where the characters seem to be acting
at the same time, the one with the lowest rating in the
relevant ability acts first. In the event of a tie, supporting
characters act before player characters. In the event of a
tie between player characters, the player who arrived last
for the current session goes first in the contest.

The first character to act makes a test of the ability in
question. If he fails, he loses the contest. If he succeeds,
the second character then makes a test. This continues
until one character loses, at which point the other one
wins.

Typically each character attempts to beat a Difficulty
Number of 4.

Pursued by a mysteriously reactivated gladiato-
rial robot, you flee through the dusty canyons of
Bronson-4. Your Athletics pool is 6; the robot’s is
10. As the fleeing character initiating the chase se-
quence, yours is the first character to act. You spend
1 point, dropping your pool to 5. Your ensuing roll is
a 4, for a result of 5. This beats the standard Diffi-
culty of 4.

You describe your success: “Kicking up oxide dust, |
boot it down the sloping hills!”

On behalf of the robot, the GM spends 2 and rolls
a 4, for a result of 6. It's still in the chase. The GM
narrates accordingly: “It shudders across the uneven
surface, ancient servos screeching!”

You spend another point, taking your Athletics to 4.
You roll a 6, for a final result of 7. The GM invites his
player to explain what you've done to widen the gap.
“l duck into a cavern, hoping the darkness will throw
off its visual sensors.”

The GM rolls for the robot, spending 1 point and
rolling a 2. That's a failure. "It stops short at the
cavern mouth, smoke rising from its processors,” the
GM narrates. “Clearly its subroutines have corrupted
during its long sleep on this barren planet.»

You've escaped the immediate pursuit, but are now
in the canyon and can't go back out again without
recommencing hostilities with the battlebot. Your
choice of narration has hemmed you in; now you'll
have to explore the cavern system in search of ano-
ther exit, or information that will help you defeat
the bot.

Where the odds of success are skewed in favor of one
contestant, the GM may assign different Difficulties to
each. A character with a significant advantage gets a
lower Difficulty Number. A character facing a major han-
dicap faces a higher Difficulty Number. When in doubt,
the GM assigns the lower number to the advantaged par-
ticipant.

A Laser scrabbling without gear up a rock face finds
it harder to move quickly than the well-equipped
climber he’s pursuing. In this case he might face a
Difficulty Number of 4, while the mountaineer gets
the lower Difficulty of 3.

Throughout the contest, GM and players should collabo-
rate to add flavor to each result, explaining what the cha-
racters did to remain in the contest. That way, instead of
dropping out of the narration to engage in an arithmeti-
cal recitation, you keep the fictional world verbally alive.

Zero Sum Contests

A zero sum contest occurs when something bad or good
is definitely going to happen to one of the PCs, and you
need to find out which one takes the hit or earns the
goodie. Each player makes a test of a general ability. A
zero sum contest can be positive or negative. In a posi-
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tive contest, the character with the highest result gets a
benefit. In a negative contest, the one with the lowest
result suffers an ill consequence. Tell the players you're
using a zero sum contest, and whether it's toward a posi-
tive or negative result. Players decide in advance how
many points to spend to modify their rolls, keeping this
number secret from other players by writing it down on a
piece of paper. They then roll the dice, reveal their expen-
ditures, and announce their final results.

Graz Prister (played by Lynne), Clementine Heideg-
ger (Rich) and Armo Black (Steve) flee from a velo-
cisphere on the planet Numitor. The GM, Rachel, has
determined that, for story reasons, one of them will
be definitely be caught by the creature-slash-device,
making this a zero sum contest. (If she wanted all of
them to have a chance of getting away, it would be a
contest of its Athletics versus their Athletics/Fleeing,
but here the creature doesn't enter into the process
at all.) Lynne decides to spend 8 Fleeing points, and
rolls a 1, for a result of 9. Rich spends 4 Athletics, and
rolls a 1, for a result of 5. Steve spends 4 Athletics
and 4 Fleeing, and rolls a 5, for a result of 13.

Rich’s 5 is the lowest result. The unfortunate vas mal,
Clementine Heidegger, is absorbed into the trans-
lucent sphere.

Be cautious when treating events with negative out-
comes as zero sum contests. Because they guarantee that
something bad will definitely happen to one of the PCs,
make sure that the negative consequence is distressing
but does no permanent harm to the character.

Worse results of zero sum contests are acceptable if the
characters have had some other fair chance to avoid ex-
posure to the bad situation.

If players are tied for best result (in the case of a positive
test) or worst (in a negative test), the tied players may
subsequently spend any number of additional points
from the pool in question, in hopes of breaking the tie
in their favor. Should results remain tied after additional
expenditures, the Keeper chooses the winner based on
story considerations.

Fights are slightly more complicated contests involving any
of the following abilities:

Scuffling vs. Scuffling: the characters are fighting in close
quarters.

Shooting vs. Shooting: the characters are apart from one
another and trying to hit each other with guns or other mis-
sile weapons

The aggressor is the first character to move against the other.
When the status of aggressor and defender are unclear, the
combatants compare their current pool numbers in the abili-
ties they're using in the fight. The character with the highest
number chooses whether to act as aggressor or defender.
(Unlike an ordinary contest, in a fight it is often advanta-
geous to strike first.)

A contest proceeds between the two abilities. When comba-
tants using the Scuffling or Shooting abilities roll well, they
get the opportunity to deal damage to their opponents.

Hit Thresholds: Each character has a Hit Threshold of either
3 (the standard value) or 4 (if the character’s Athletics rating
is 8 or more.) The Hit Threshold is the Difficulty Number the
character’s opponent must match or beat in order to harm
him. Less competent supporting characters may have lower
Hit Thresholds. Creatures may have Hit Thresholds of 4 or
higher, regardless of their Athletics ratings.

Dealing Damage: When you roll on or over your opponent’s
Hit Threshold, you may deal damage to him. To do so, you
make a damage roll, rolling a die which is then modified ac-
cording to the relative lethality of your weapon, as per the
following table:

Weapon Type Damage Modifier

Fist, kick il

Small improvised weapon, 0
baton, knife

disruption weapon, ancient 1

firearm, sword

For firearms, add an additional +2 damage when fired at
point blank range.




Characters may never spend points from their combat
pools to increase their damage rolls.

The final damage result is then subtracted from your op-
ponent’s Health pool. When a combatant's Health pool
drops to 0 or less, that combatant begins to suffer ill
effects, ranging from slight impairment to helplessness
to death; see sidebar. Any combatants currently engaged
with him in a close quarters fight can then deal another
instance of damage to him.

Unlike other contests, participants do not lose when they
fail their test rolls. Instead, they're forced out of the fight
when they lose consciousness or become seriously woun-
ded—see sidebar.

Exhaustion, Injury and Death

Unlike most abilities, your Health pool can drop below 0.

When it does this, you must make a Consciousness Roll.
Roll a die with the absolute value” of your current Health
pool as your Difficulty. You may deliberately strain yourself
to remain conscious, voluntarily reducing your Health pool
by an amount of your choice. For each point you reduce it,
add 1 to your die result. The Difficulty of the Consciousness
roll is based on your Health pool before you make this re-
duction.

You are backhanded by an inorganic oil entity. Your
Health pool drops to -2. As the oil creature withdraws
to pool hungrily in a nearby rock basin, you struggle to
remain conscious. Zoology tells you that this creature
will wait until you're out, and then osmotically break
you down into your component nutrients. You must
make a Consciousness roll. The absolute value of -2
is 2, so this is the Difficulty of your Consciousness roll.
Not wanting to become oil food, you expend another 2
Health points, even though you don't really have any.
That allows you to add 2 to your ensuing roll. Your die
comes up a 6, for a final result of 8. You remain blearily
awake as you call for help on your headset, but your
Health pool is down to —4.

If your pool is anywhere from 0 to -5, you are hurt, but
have suffered no permanent injury, beyond a few super-
ficial cuts and bruises. However the pain of your injuries
makes it impossible to spend points on Investigative abi-
lities, and increases the Difficulty Numbers of all tests and
contests, including opponents’ Hit Thresholds, by 1.

* In other words, treat the negative number as a positive. For
example, if your Health pool is at -3, the Difficulty of the roll is 3,
and so on.

A character with the Medic ability can improve your condi-
tion by spending Medic points. For every Medic point
spent, you regain 2 Health points—unless you are the Me-
dic, in which case you gain only 1 Health point for every
Medic point spent. The Medic can only refill your pool to
where you were before the incident in which you received
this latest injury. He must be in a position to devote all of
his attention to directly tending to your wounds.

If your pool is between -6 and -11, you have been
seriously wounded. You must make another Consciousness
roll. (If you dropped from a positive Health pool into this
range, you make only the one Consciousness roll.)

Whether or not you maintain consciousness, you are no
longer able to fight. Until you receive first aid, you will lose
an additional Health point every half hour. A character with
the Medic ability can stabilize your condition by spending 2
Medic points. However, he can't restore your Health points.

Even after you receive first aid, you must convalesce.
Convalescence takes four hours in a 25th century medical
facility, including the sick bay of your ship.

When your pool dips to -12 or below, you are dead. Time
to create a replacement character.

Example Fight

Plunging deeper into the cavern, you are jumped from
behind by a knife-wielding humanoid, whose body
morphology suggests a human being after millions
of years of adaptation to a desert environment. He's
hairless, wrinkly, nearly blind, and clawing at you with
monstrous nails. There's no room to step back and fire
a disruption beam at him. You have to fight up close,
with Scuffling. The GM declares that the moleman is
the aggressor. It has a Scuffle rating of 12 and a full
pool. His unusually dense hide acts as natural armor,
giving him a Hit Threshold of 4, and his claws give him
a Damage Modifier of 2. Your Scuffle rating is 6; your
pool is full You grab your Meglight Whacker, which
carries a Damage Modifier of 0. You're carrying a de-
flector, giving you a Hit Threshold of 4.

The moleman goes first. Ashley, the GM, spends 2
points from its pool, dropping it from 12 to 10. She rolls
a 2 and adds the 2 points, for a total of 4, which equals
your Hit Threshold. Having hit, Ashley rolls a die for the
moleman’s damage, getting a 4. Added to the Damage
Modifier of 2, that's 6 points of damage. Your Health
pool drops from 8 to 2.
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You swing your baton at the moleman, spending 3
Scuffling points. You roll a 3, for a result of 6—more
than you need to overcome his Hit Threshold. Because
your Damage Modifier is 0, you roll a damage die and
neither add or subtract from it. Your roll is a 5. The
moleman’s Health pool drops from 7 to 2. “I smack
him on the side of the head,” you narrate, “my blows
landing with a resounding crunch.”

The GM continues the narration: “The moleman
withdraws slightly, clutching its purpled flesh, then
launches itself at you, furious and hissing.” It's now the
moleman’s turn to strike back. Ashley spends 2 more
Scuffling points from the moleman’s pool, dropping it
from 10 to 8. She rolls a 5, for a result of 7—also well
above your Hit Threshold. Ashley makes a damage
roll, a 2, which the moleman’s Damage Modlifier turns
into a 4. You lose 4 points of Health, dropping your
pool to -2. You are now hurt, and suffer an increase of
1 to all Difficulty Numbers, including your opponent’s
Hit Threshold—it is now effectively 5.

Because you've been hit and are below 0 Health, you
now have to make a Consciousness roll. The Difficul-
ty of this roll is 2, the absolute value of your current
negative Health pool total. (Unlike all other Difficul-

g ™
ARIMITIVE CONVALESCENCE

Recovery from serious wounds takes a prolonged
period when you are deprived of 25th century me-
dical facilities. In a low-tech hospital, your period
of forced inactivity is a number of days equal to the
positive value of your lowest Health pool score. (So
if you were reduced to —8 Health, you are hospi-
talized for 8 days.) On the day of your discharge,
your Health pool increases to half its maximum
value. On the next day, it refreshes fully.

Recovery rates double when your medical care is
nonexistent. This includes hospitalization in a faci-
lity provided by a pre-industrial society.

Alternate healing technologies might allow you to
recover as if in a 25th century, low-tech, or pre-
industrial facility, depending on the world and
culture, as established by the GM.

\ )

ties, this does not increase because you are hurt.) You
could spend more Health on the roll, but, given that
you can only fail if you roll a 1, you decide to chance
it. You need every Health point you can get! Your trust
in statistical odds turns out to be well-placed: you roll
a 3, and remain upright.

“I fall back against the canyon wall, clutching at my
torn flesh,” you narrate. "With sweaty hands | grip my
Meglight Whacker and reel at him, swinging wildly.
You spend 2 points, taking your Scuffling pool from
3 to 1. You roll a 2, for a total of 4. That would have
been enough to hit him before you got hurt, but now
you'd need a 5. "Your swinging Meglight catches no-
thing but air” Ashley narrates.

Now the moleman gets another swipe at you. Ashley
spends 2 points, taking its pool from 8 to 6. That beats
your Hit Threshold, and occasions another damage
roll—a 3, to which Ashley adds the moleman’s Da-
mage Bonus of 2. You lose another 5 Health. Your
Health pool falls from -2 to -7. You are seriously
wounded. Normally youd be unable to continue fi-
ghting, but you have a cybernetic trick up your sleeve.

First, you make your Consciousness roll, which faces
a Difficulty of 7 (the absolute value of your negative
Health number). You could go further into the red in
an attempt to beat that number, but decide not to.
Knowing you'll fail the roll, you don't bother to make
it.

Now your cybernetic enhancement, Autonomic Aven-
ger (p. 127) kicks in, as it always does when you lose
consciousness during a Scuffling contest. It allows you
to attack your opponent even while unconscious. Fol-
lowing its rules text, you roll a die to see how many
attack attempts you get. You roll a 6, allowing you two
attempts. Your Scuffling increases by 6 points, which
you must spend on these attacks. You have another
1 point left in your pool. You decide to spend 4 on
the first attack, which will guarantee you a hit, and
3 on the second, which will give you an 83% chance
of success.

Although success on the first hit is a foregone conclu-
sion, you roll the die anyway, just to see what you
really needed to spend. You get a 2, for a final result
of 6. Then it's time for damage. The Autonomic Aven-
ger has increased your Damage Modlifier from 0 to 2.
You roll a 6. The moleman takes 8 points of damage,
dropping its Health from 2 to -6. It is now seriously
wounded. It can no longer fight, and must make a
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Consciousness roll against a Difficulty of 6. Ashley
spends 2 of its Health, dropping its pool further, to
-8. She rolls a 3, for a result of 5—not enough to beat
the Difficulty. The moleman drops to the cavern floor.

With no other combatant to strike, the Autonomic
Avenger's targeting algorithms withhold your second
blow. You spend only the Scuffling points from the en-
hancement. As you sink to the ground alongside the
moleman, your Scuffling pool remains at 1.

After a time of swimming darkness, you wake up in
a sparklingly white medical laboratory, strapped to
a gurney. The moleman lies, restrained and drooling,
on another gurney beside you. The gladiatorial robot
buzzes around the facility, expertly tending to your
wounds, and the moleman’s besides.

The mystery deepens. . .

Disruption Fire

A variety of weapons, including the ubiquitous firearm
of Combine space, the disruption pistol, are capable of
dealing an energy burst that incapacitates organic crea-
tures. This is known as non-lethal disruption fire, or NLD
for short. In naval jargon, the acronym is pronounced "nul-
led.” It is also used as a verb, meaning, “to hit someone
with non-lethal disruption fire.” To be nulled is to be hit
by an NLD blast.

For targets with Health ratings of 4 or more:

The first time a target is nulled in the course of a fight, its Hit
Threshold drops by 1.

On its second NLD hit, the target falls unconscious, regardless
of its current Health pool.

For targets with Health ratings of 3 or less:
On a single successful NLD hit, the target falls unconscious.

(In other words, GMs who want minor adversary characters
to go down in one shot should give them 3 or fewer Health.)

The character remains unconscious until awakened with a
widely available device called an espresser (p. 133) or, fai-
ling that, for a period of time derived from its Health rating:

NLD Recovery Rate

Rating Duration of
Unconsciousness
4 or less 6 hours
5-8 3 hours
9-12 2 hours
13-16 1 hour
17 or more 30 minutes

When struck by one NLD hit, a target remains vulnerable to
the incapacitating effect of a second hit for the rest of the
current interval, or until the end of the episode, whichever
comes first.

Free-For-All Combat

Combat becomes more chaotic when two groups of comba-
tants fight, or a group gangs up against a single opponent.
The GM abandons the aggressor/defender model. Instead,
the GM determines an order of action, ranking all participants
in the combat according to their present pool values in the
fighting skills they'll be starting the fight with—Scuffling or
Shooting. Ties are broken in favor of characters with higher
ratings in those skills. If characters are still tied, player charac-
ters win out over creatures and enemies, and early-arriving
players win over late-arriving players.

The time it takes to go through the ranking order once, with
each character taking an action, is called a round. When one
round ends, another begins. When called upon to act, each
character may strike at any opponent within range of his wea-
pons. Some supernatural creatures may strike more than once
per round. They make each attack in succession, and may
divide them up between opponents within range, or concen-
trate all of them on a single enemy.

Creatures may choose to use their actions to deal additional
damage to downed or helpless opponents rather than engage
active opponents. They automatically deal once instance of
damage per action. Only the most crazed and bestial human
enemies engage in this behavior.

Characters who join a combat in progress come last in order of
precedence. If more than two characters join during the same
round, the GM determines their relative precedence using the
rules above.

The fight continues until one side capitulates or flees, or all of
its members are unconscious or otherwise unable to continue.




B STUNDING pRONOUNCEMENT _;

The rules for non-lethal fire represent a compromise
between genre fidelity and playability.

In genre, stun rays typically take out a target in one
shot. However the writers always contrive to keep
this satisfying.

In a game, limiting firefight shots so that they either
result in a miss or in instant victory is generally unsa-
tisfying. It’s fun to mow down insignificant oppo-
nents in one shot, but not to be taken out with one

hit or to do the same to a central opponent.

Accordingly, the rules are configured to allow you to
still instantly zap minor opponents, but to require
two shots to down a PC or major antagonist. This
still feels faster and more decisive than the standard
RPG combat, and thus retains a touch of SF flavor,
while still respecting our emotional expectations for
tabletop play.

Cover ;4///

In a typical gunfight, combatants seek cover, hiding
behind walls, furniture or other barriers, exposing them-
selves only for the few seconds it takes them to pop up
and fire a round at their targets. The GUMSHOE rules re-
cognize three cover conditions:

Exposed: No barrier stands between you and the comba-
tant firing at you. Your Hit Threshold decreases by 1.

Partial Cover: About half of your body is exposed to fire.
Your Hit Threshold remains unchanged.

Full Cover: Except when you pop up to fire a round, the
barrier completely protects you from incoming fire. Your
Hit Threshold increases by 1.

Range
Disruption pistols can strike targets up to 25m away. Rifles
are effective against targets up to 150m from the shooter.

ONE QUN, TWO COMOATANTS

If your opponent has a gun well in hand and ready
to fire, and you charge him from more than five feet
away, he can empty his entire clip or chamber at you
before you get to him, badly injuring you. You are
automatically hit. He rolls one instance of damage,
which is then tripled. Yes, we said tripled. And, yes,
the tripling occurs after weapon modifiers are taken
into account. This is why few people charge when
their opponents have the drop on them.

If your opponent has a pistol but it is not well in
hand and ready to fire, you may attempt to jump
him and wrestle it from his grip. If he has a pistol
well in hand but is unaware of your presence, you
may also be able to jump him, at the GM’s discre-
tion. The characters engage in a Scuffling contest to
see which of them gets control of the gun and fires
it. The winner makes a damage roll against the loser,
using the pistol’s Damage Modifier, including the +2
for point blank range.

If you jump an opponent with an unready rifle, a
Scuffling combat breaks out, with the opponent
using the rifle as a heavy club.
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Surprise
Characters are surprised when they find themselves sud-
denly in a dangerous situation.

Surprise supporting characters by sneaking up on them
with a successful Stealth test. The basic Difficulty is 4,
which may increase for especially vigilant characters.

Avoid being surprised with a successful Sense Trouble
test, handled by the hailer. The basic Difficulty is 4, but
may be higher in the case of notably sneaky opponents.

Surprised characters suffer a +2 increase to all general
ability Difficulties for any immediately subsequent action.
In a fight, the penalty pertains to the first round of com-
bat.

B L
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A showdown is a shortened contest that resolves in a single
step, by comparing the test results of two opposing characters.
Each character makes a test. The character with the highest re-
sult is the winner and gains whatever advantage the two were
struggling over.

Two player characters, Ann Keefer (played by Jae) and Solace
(played by Declan) get into an arm-wrestling contest. As GM
you don't want to stretch this out into an entire Athletics
contest, and so resort to a showdown. Jae spends 3 Athletics
points and rolls a 3, for a result of 6. Declan spends 2 Athletics
and rolls a 5, for a winning result of 7. Solace easily overcomes
Ann, winning bragging rights, and a chance to impress a tight-
lipped bartender who knows something about the smuggler
they're hunting.

Ties are resolved in favor of the character who spent the most
points on the showdown.

If Jae had rolled a 4, she and Declan would have both scored
results of 7. She however would have spent more points on the
result. The tie would be awarded to her.

Where both point expenditures are equal, the participants reroll
until one of them wins. They do not spend additional points
from their pools on these additional die rolls. Instead, the exis-
ting point expenditure is applied to the new roll. This some-
times matters, as it does during ship combat, where the degree
of difference between showdown results factors into the skir-
mish’s ultimate outcome.

Let's say that Jae and Declan both spent 3 Athletics points and
both rolled 3s. At the beginning of the showdown, their Athle-
tics pools each drop by 3 points. After discovering the tie, they
reroll without spending additional points. They each roll sixes.
Still tied, they reroll again. Jae rolls a 2 and Declan rolls a 3.
Declan wins. If the final result mattered in some way, you'd add
in the originally spent 3 points, for a result of 6.

You may occasionally resort to showdowns for pacing purposes,
to collapse what would otherwise be a long contest into a brief
moment. They're also useful when you need to resolve an ac-
tion nested within another contest or longer series of tests. In
Ashen Stars, showdowns are used most often in space combat
(p. 84).

Outside of special cases like ship combat, most contests
between a PC and a supporting character are usually best re-
solved as a player-facing test against a Difficulty number, not as
a showdown.

That said, showdowns might on rare occasions prove useful
in other GUMSHOE games, particularly when two PCs square
off to achieve something of glancing interest to the overall
storyline.

Showdown Secrecy

In a showdown between a PC and a supporting character,
the GM secretly determines the supporting character’s spend
before the player declares her spend.

In a showdown involving more than one PC, the players write
their spends down on a slip of scrap paper, revealing them
simultaneously as they roll. If supporting characters are also
involved, the GM makes secret determinations for them be-
fore players reveal their spends.

REQAINING pOOL poinTs

Spent points from various pools are restored at different
rates, depending on their narrative purpose.

Investigative ability pools are restored only at the end of each
episode, without regard to the amount of time that passes in
the game world. Players seeking to marshal their resources
may ask you how long cases typically run, in real time. Most
groups finish scenarios over 2-3 sessions. Players may revise
their sense of how carefully to manage point spending as
they see how quickly their group typically disposes of its
cases.

(GMs running extremely long, multi-part investigations may
designate certain story events as breakpoints where all in-
vestigative pools are refreshed. For example, a far-reaching
investigation where the team cracks a huge alien organ-traf-
ficking ring might allow refreshment of investigative pools
after each group of enemies is neutralized.)

The Health pool refreshes over time, at a rate of 2 points
per day of restful activity. (Wounded characters heal at a dif-
ferent rate, over a period of hospitalization; see p. 73.) Use
of the Medic ability can restore a limited number of Health
points in the course of a session.

Characters may refresh up to 4 general pools, Health ex-
cluded, by taking a time-out. A time-out consists of at least
two hours of quiet, non-strenuous activity in a safe and
familiar environment, most likely the crew’s ship. Pools are
refreshed at the end of the period. No points are regained if



the environment suddenly becomes unsafe or stressful—for
example if the ship is attacked by an enemy vessel—before
the two hours elapse. Once a crew has taken a time-out, two
intervals must elapse before it can take another one.

Various pieces of gear, most notably the Amper, allow gene-
ral refreshes on the spur of the moment.

GMs should pace their scenarios so that the Lasers have a
chance for a time out between major point-burning crises,
like fights or starship skirmishes. It's perfectly acceptable,
though, to threaten them with these crises while running on
empty, provided that the story presents them with alterna-
tives to direct confrontation.

TIME INCREMENTS

Certain GUMSHOE rules refer to various increments of time.

Intervals

Intervals are a variable stretch of time defined not by the
clock as observed by either the characters or players, but by
the progress the Lasers make in advancing the story. A new
interval begins each time the group acquires a new core clue.
When more than one core clue can be gained during a single
scene, only the first clue counts as starting a new interval.
When a rule says, for example, that something happens after
two intervals pass, it means that the group must gather two
core clues in separate scenes.

The crew of the Eastwood is investigating the disappearance
of a crucial food shipment to the colony on Zobu. You poke
around the spaceport and are pointed to a shifty character
named Xenius Peters. The GM'’s notes list Xenius' name as
a core clue. One interval has just passed. When you go to
strongarm Xenius, he collapses in mid-interrogation from an
undocumented medical condition. The scenario marks this
discovery as a core clue (it will lead to a shifty geneticist, who
in turn will lead them to someone or something else). Two
intervals have now passed.

An episode is the amount of time needed to complete a
single scenario, or case. This may take one session of play or
several. An episode typically starts with the introduction of a
mystery and ends with its solution, followed by a quick wrap-
up phase in which the PCs collect their earnings, balance
their books, acquire equipment, and perhaps get started on
ship repairs.
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A scenario isn't really a unit of time. It starts as a plan, which
may be as complete as the fully written one appearing at the
end of this book, or as sketchy as a few scrawled notes or an
idea in your head. In play, it comes to life as a full story, direc-
ted as much by the players’ choices as by your preparations.

Downtime

Downtime is a period between episodes, in which the Down-
time activities are typically not played out in full, but glossed
over at the end of one episode or the beginning of another.

Sessions

A session is the time spent playing one sitting of the game,
whatever that happens to be.

IMOROVING UOUR
CNARALTER

At the end of each investigation, each player gets 2 build
points for each session they participated in. (This assumes a
small number of 3-4 hour sessions; if you play in short bursts
or marathon meetups, pro-rate accordingly.) Players who
had characters die in the course of the investigation only get
points for each session involving their current character.

These build points can be spent to increase either investi-
gative or general abilities. You may acquire new abilities or
bolster existing ones. If necessary to preserve credibility,
rationalize new abilities as areas of expertise you've had all
along, but are only revealing later in the series.

N00aTS

Your species, or certain pieces of tech or viroware, may grant
a boost to one or more abilities.

When spending from an investigative ability is boosted, your
pool increases by 1 after you get the information or benefit
at hand.

When testing a boosted general ability, you get a bonus of
1 to your result.
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Pool points are a literary abstraction, representing the
way that each character gets his or her own time in the
spotlight in the course of an ensemble drama. When
you do something remarkable, you expend a little bit
of your spotlight time. More active players will spend
their points sooner than less demonstrative ones,
unless they carefully pick and choose their moments
to shine.

Remember, all characters are remarkably competent.
Pool points measure your opportunities to exercise
this ultra-competence during any given scenario.

Pool points do not represent a resource, tangible or
otherwise, in the game world. Players are aware of
them, but characters are not. The team members’
ignorance of them is analogous to TV characters’ obli-
viousness to commercial breaks, the unwritten rules of
scene construction, and the tendency of events to heat
up during sweeps.

We represent this most purely in the case of inves-
tigative skills, which are the core of the game. Their
refreshment is tied to a purely fictional construct, the

length of the episode.

However, where a pool could be seen to correspond
to a resource perceptible to the characters, we handle
refreshment in a somewhat more realistic, if also abs-
tract, manner. Characters’ ebbing Health scores are
perceptible to the characters in the form of welts, cuts,
pain, and general fatigue. Physical abilities, also tied to
fatigue and sharpness of reflexes, are also handled with
a nod to the demands of realism.

NAZARS

In or out of combat, the characters’ survival may be
threatened by assorted hazards, from electrical shock
to poisoning.

Electricity and Other Shocks

Damage from exposure to electricity varies according to
voltage. You can suffer:

Mild shock, equivalent to briefly touching an ungroun-
ded wire or damaged electrical appliance. You lose 1
Health and are blown backwards for a couple of meters.

Moderate shock, equivalent to a jolt from a cattle prod.
You lose 2 Health and (if in combat time) your next four
actions. You always lose at least one action, but may buy
off the loss of other actions by paying 3 Athletics points
per action.

Extreme shock, equivalent to a lightning strike. You suf-
fer one die of damage, with a +4 modifier.

The GM should always give you some opportunity to
avoid being shocked, whether it be an Athletics test to
avoid unexpected contact, or a Surveillance test to spot
the danger.

If you are reduced to —6 or fewer Health, the current is
assumed to have traveled through your heart or brain,
causing cardiac arrest or brain damage, respectively.
The GM describes appropriate symptoms and futuristic
treatments during your sick bay convalescence.

Many other space opera hazards can be emulated using
the mild/moderate/extreme breakdown above. Simply
change the narrative description and side effects, kee-
ping the Health pool losses. For example:

Alien Fungal Infection
Mild: For the next two intervals, you lose 2 Health every
time you make an Athletics test.

Moderate: Make a Health test against a Difficulty of 4.
If you fail, you suffer an extreme shock at the beginning
of the next interval.




lon Storm
Mild: For the next interval, you lose all benefits from
your cybernetic enhancements.

Moderate: Your cybernetic enhancements all go offline,
returning after three intervals. You may activate any or
all of them before this time by spending 2 Health per
enhancement.

Psionic Cloud Exposure

Mild: Your next investigative spend costs an extra point.

Moderate: For the next two intervals, you lose an addi-
tional 2 Health whenever you're within 30m of a vas mal
(including yourself) using a vas mal-specific ability.

Temporal Shock
Mild: For the remainder of the interval, you lose 1 Health
each time you use an Academic or Technical ability.

Moderate: For the remainder of the interval, the Diffi-
culty of any general ability rolls increases by 2.

Xenopathogen
Mild: For the next interval, you lose all benefits from
your viroware enhancements.

Moderate: For the next three intervals, each use of a
viroware enhancement costs you 2 Health and 1 Athle-
tics. You pay no further Athletics costs after your pool
drops to 0.

Damage from exposure to fire varies according to the
surface area of your body exposed to the flame, and
repeats for each round (or, outside of combat, every few
seconds) you remain exposed to it.

Minor exposure, most often to an extremity like a hand
or foot, carries a damage modifier of -2.

Partial exposure, to up to half of your surface area, car-
ries a damage modifier of +0.

Extensive exposure, to half or more of your surface area,
imposes a damage modifier of +2.
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The GM should always give you a chance to avoid being
set on fire. The difficulty of extinguishing a flame is
usually 4, but might be higher for anomalous flame-like
manifestations, or when you are coated with a futuristic
accelerant.

From faulty airlocks to face-hugging protoplasmic life
forms, space travel and planetary adventure offer a ple-
nitude of chances to die from asphyxiation.

When deprived of air, you get two minutes before the
nastiness kicks in. After that point, you lose 1 Athletics
every ten seconds, as you struggle to hold your breath.
Once that pool depletes, you start losing Health, at a
rate of 1 point every five seconds.

Toxins

Toxins are either inhaled, ingested or injected directly
into the bloodstream. They vary widely in lethality. A
dose of a low-tech cleaning substance may impose a
damage modifier of -2, where a viro-active nerve gas
might range from +6 to +16. Inhaled toxins tend to
take effect right away. Injected and ingested toxins take
delayed effect, anywhere from minutes to hours after
exposure. Their damage might be parceled out in in-
crements, and may prevent you from refreshing Health
points until somehow neutralized. As with any hazard,
the GM should always give you a chance to avoid expo-
sure to them.

When exposed to the vacuum of space without bene-
fit of pressure suits, trained Lasers and other old stel-
lar hands know to immediately exhale. This prevents
the explosive decompression caused by the disparity
between vacuum and the gases inside a subject’s body.
Disposable supporting characters may not know to do
this, or may forget in the panic of the moment, resul-
ting in dramatically satisfying, hideous, instantaneous
deaths.

Those remembering to exhale suffer immediate da-
mage from dehydration, including injuries to the eyes
and mouth. Paradoxically, this manifests as bloating, as
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the evaporation of water from tissues causes them to
expand. Capillaries burst. Nitrogen in the blood shifts
states from liquid to gas, causing the paralyzing pain di-
vers know as “the Bends.” If the exposure occurs within
a solar system, unshielded UV radiation sears the skin.

During this ten-second phase, the character takes a die
of damage. He remains conscious and can take actions.
He then falls unconscious, taking another die of damage
every thirty seconds until rescued or dead.

The cybernetic enhancements episealant and internal
rebreather can, in tandem, temporarily substitute for an
environment suit.

Space operas, especially in film or TV, often depart
from realistic depictions of life in space for dramatic
effect. Most notably, starships make zooming sounds
when accelerating and exploding sounds when ex-
ploding,.

To dial your setting to the reality of the genre, expo-
sure to vacuum does not cause bloating and dehydra-
tion. Instead, the exposed skin immediately freezes,
as if sprayed with liquid nitrogen. A rime of rapidly
thickening frost covers all exposed skin.

In a setting modulated to a more realistic frequency,
this doesn’t happen. Vacuum doesn’t conduct heat
the way air or water do, allowing the exposed body

to retain its heat.

Whether you've tuned this detail to full space opera

or realistic mode, the damage suffered from exposure

remains the same. The difference lies in how you des-

cribe it.
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Without your battered but trusty ship, you'd be nowhere—
unable to travel the warp corridors of the Bleed to get to
the site of your next contract. This chapter details the various
ship configurations available when choosing your crew’s vessel,
plus options for ongoing modification.

Sometimes your missions take place in space, perhaps pitting
you against other vessels, in nailbiting naval combat. Rules and
background information needed to run these battles appears
here as well.

Your ship is a constant in any Ashen Stars series. It's your vehicle,
your roving investigative lab, and your living quarters, and a
means of earning additional income. These roles don't require
much in the way of game mechanics. Every so often, though,
your ship becomes your fortress and your weapon, as it en-
gages in battle with other starships. This is where the rules part
comes in.

Much like your PCs, the capabilities of a ship are defined by
its game statistics, in this instance called specs. A few of them
apply to peaceful activities, but most come into play during
skirmishes.

SAACE COMOAT

Battles between ships unfold in the following steps. These
assume a battle between two ships, the most common space
battle in a game of Ashen Stars.

Small engagements like this are called skirmishes. Rules for skir-
mishes involving more than two ships appear on p. 98.

)
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The goals Escape, Datascrape, Rake, and Slash are

collectively known as the escape path. The other goals

are together known as the engage path.

\L )

When it becomes apparent that two ships are about enter
combat, determine what each of them intends to do to the
other. Some goals are harder than others. It's easier to es-
cape a fight than to blow an enemy ship to pieces.

Each goal requires a certain number of skirmish points to
achieve. You'll be trying to rack up the number of points dic-
tated by your goal before the enemy crew attains the num-
ber dictated by theirs.

Combatants may pursue asymmetrical goals: you might be
trying to simply escape, while the other ship pursues the
more difficult goal of crippling and boarding your vessel.

The number of skirmish points required for each goal is listed
on its header line.

The goals, in ascending order of difficulty, are:

Escape (6 points)

You get away from the enemy ship. Even if its crew wants to
pursue you further, they lose track of you, and are unable to
immediately re-engage you.

Datascrape (8 points)
You escape, as above, but not before extracting useful data
from the enemy ship's computer.

Special condition: Your skirmish point total must include at
least 1 point earned from an Override exchange (see below).

Rake (9 points)
You escape, as above, but not before dealing expensive,
hard-to-repair damage to the enemy vessel.



SOACE COMOAT QUICK REFERENCE

1. Determine combatants’ goals and needed skirmish
point tallies:

a.  Escape (6 points)

b. Datascrape (escape after stealing data) (8 points)

c.  Rake (escape after causing expensive, hard to
repair damage) (9 points)

d. Disable weapons (9 points)
Disable engine (10 points)
Cripple (disable both weapons and engines) (12
points)

g. Slash (escape after causing expensive damage and
injuries) (12 points)

h.  Cripple for towing (requires tractor beam) (15
points)

i.  Cripple for boarding (18 points)

j.-  Destroy (21 points)

2. Determine initiative
a. Does Surprise Apply?
3. Ship with initiative attacks first

a.  Stratco consults with group to choose attack mode:

L

1. Fire

2. Maneuver
3. Override
4. Trickbag

b. Crew member responsible for attack mode
showdowns vs. opposing counterpart

c. Determine showdown winner

d. Assess skirmish points gained by winner

4. If 23, Losing Ship is rocked

Casualty Report: All Crew Make Athletics Checks,
usually vs. a Difficulty of 4; those failing take 1 die

damage

Damage Report: Winner Chooses 1 enemy Ship spec to

be degraded by 1
5. Mop-Up Operations
Occurs only when attackers have already taken damage to per-
sonnel and/or ship

a.  Medic Scramble

b. System Repairs
6. Has winning ship reached win total needed to achieve
its goal?

Yes: Combat ends

No: Combat continues. Defending ship becomes the
attacker, returning to step 2.

Disable Weapons (9 points)

You stop the fight by taking enemy weapons systems offline.
Unlike the various escape options, you remain in the vicinity
and can then interact with the crew of the defanged vessel.

Disable Engines (10 points)

You stop the fight by taking enemy propulsion systems of-
fline. Unlike the various escape options, you remain in the
vicinity and can then interact with the crew of the drifting
vessel. If you depart before they complete their repairs, you
know that you're preventing them from following you, or
otherwise delaying them from taking actions anywhere else.

Slash (12 points)
You escape, but not before doing severe damage to the en-
emy vessel and harming its occupants.

Cripple (12 points)
You stop the fight by taking both enemy weapons and pro-
pulsion offline.

Crippling a vessel and then destroying it with occupants on
board is toxic to your Reputation. Choose this goal, or the
related goals immediately below, only if you really intend to
spare those on board.

Cripple For Towing (15 points)

You take both enemy weapons and propulsion offline, di-
sable anti-tractor beam sub-systems, and remove the option
of evacuation by either sealing the shuttle bay doors or da-
maging the shuttles themselves. You are then able to tow
the helpless vessel and imprisoned crew to another location.
Lasers often use this gambit to drag ships to penal colonies,
where they are devesseled with the overwhelming aid of
local detention officers.

STARSNING
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Cripple For Boarding (18 points)

You take both enemy weapons and propulsion offline
and force the ship's computer to open its shuttle bay
doors, allowing you to fly in and initiate boarding action.

Destroy (21 points)

The enemy vessel is either instantly destroyed, killing
everyone on board, or begins to break up, allowing them
a brief window of time in which to evacuate.

Destroying a ship in the heat of battle, as this goal al-
lows, preserves your all-important Reputation. Pick it if
you want to wipe out everyone on board while still being
seen as heroes, or at least the winners of a fair fight. Your
enemies may still thwart your lethal agenda by surren-
dering before you can blow them to bits. They'll do this
only if they believe you care about your reputations, as
any business-minded Laser crew must.

Specific details on the various outcomes appear on p 97.
They'll make sense after you read the intervening rules
sections.

Two: Determine Initiative
The GM determines who goes first, first by seeing if one
ship has been caught unawares.

Does Surprise Apply?

First, the GM determines if either side has been sur-
prised by the other. Surprise pertains to one of the two
following situations:

Two crews are in communications contact. The defen-
ding crew fails to foresee the other’s hostile intent, al-
lowing it to suddenly attack.

One ship is unaware of the other’s presence.

If surprise does not apply, go to “Jockeying For Position”,
below.

If it does apply, the surprising vessel gains initiative over
the surprised vessel.

Avoiding Surprise
Crews can avoid being surprised on a successful Sense
Trouble test, most often undertaken by the Hailer. The

GM assigns a difficulty from 4-8, reflecting the challenge
inherent in spotting a communicating crew’s deceptive
intent, or the presence of an enemy ship. On a successful
test, surprise does not apply.

Your ship, the Eastwood, has hailed the crew of an erra-
tically drifting Hammer, the Arquebus. Driven mad by
an alien parasite, the crew appear sane but are on the
verge of launching an unprovoked attack. As per the
Sense Trouble description (p. 51) the GM asks which
of you will undertake the test. The group chooses you.
You decide to spend 2 points, dropping your pool from
6 to 4. You roll a 4, for a final result of 6, which beats the
Difficulty of 4 chosen by the GM. You have avoided sur-
prise, and so will jockey for position to determine who
goes first.

Creating Surprise

PCs can hide their hostile intent while communicating
with other vessels by making a 3-point Impersonate
spend. Suddenly firing on other vessels under the guise
of peaceful communications endangers your Reputation
score; see p. 165.

A Laser crew can hide its ship's presence by concealing
the vessel behind an asteroid, stellar anomaly, or ano-
ther vessel. Alternately, it can drop suddenly from a warp
corridor to appear beside the target vessel. This form of
surprise is called ambush. To gain Ambush, a PC must
make a successful Helm Control test against a Difficulty
of 6.

If the crew has already avoided ambush from an enemy
ship in the current scenario, the Difficulty of the Helm
Control test equals the Difficulty of the previous Sense
Trouble test. Conducting an ambush threatens your Re-
putation, unless the target of your attack is known to
conduct ambushes itself, or is otherwise widely conside-
red to be dangerous or threatening.

Wide-Eying It
If neither side is unaware of the other, either because
no attempt has been made to ambush or surprise, or
the attempt has failed, a dogfight known as a Wide-Eye
ensues. In this case, initiative goes to the ship with the
highest Maneuver value.

A Hammer Wide-Eyes it against a Runner. The Runner’s
Maneuver of 0 is higher than the Hammer’s Maneuver of
-1, so it goes first.




A PC pilot on a ship that would otherwise have to go
second can buy a first strike against the enemy by spen-
ding a number of Helm Control points equal to 1 plus
the difference between Maneuver ratings.

The Hammer is a PC vessel, piloted by Hec Harkins
(played by Beth.) Beth pays 2 Helm Control points (1 plus
the difference between 0 and -1, which is 1) for the right
to go first.

If the two Maneuver ratings are equal, the PCs can spend
1 Helm Control point to go first. If they decline to make
the spend, the enemy ship goes first.

In a later scenario, the Hammer goes up against a Ram-
part, whose Maneuver rating is also -1. Despite the cries
of fellow players who say that going first isn't a big
enough advantage to justify the expenditure, Beth drops
1 of her character’s Helm Control points to win initiative.
That's just the kind of Hotshot Hec Harkins is.

Three: The Ship With Initiative

The ship with initiative then launches an attack.

First, the participant(s) controlling the attacking ship—
the players for their own ship, or the GM for the enemy
vessel—choose one of four attack modes.

Attack Modes

During any sally in the course of a dogfight, each ship is
simultaneously:

= firing weapons

= maneuvering

= trying to override the opposing ship's internal
communications

= deploying unexpected tactical tricks to confuse
the enemy

However, during each sally, one of these four modes
tends to predominate, with the others supporting it.
This is the attack mode. Choosing the attack mode de-
termines which crew member will showdown against his
counterpart on the opposing vessel.

In a Fire attack, the Gunner showdowns Battle Console
against the enemy’s Battle Console.
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In a Maneuver attack, the Pilot showdowns Helm Control
against the enemy’s Helm Control.

In an Override attack, the Hailer showdowns Communi-
cations Intercept against the enemy’s Communications
Intercept

In a Trickbag attack, the Stratco showdowns Naval Tac-
tics against the enemy’s Naval Tactics

(Warpside roles and attack modes usually coincide, but
don’t have to. A character with a few points in Battle
Console, for example, might sub during a Fire attack for
a Gunner who's exhausted her pool.)

When choosing an attack mode, you'll be looking at the
other ship’s specs in hopes of hitting them when they're
most vulnerable. However, if you over-rely on the same
obviously advantageous attack mode, the other ship will
anticipate and counter you. To maintain the element of
surprise, you're better off cycling through the four attack
modes.

During combat, you track your use of attack modes with
a chart that looks like this:

Fire Maneuver |Override |Trickbag

Mark the columns with Xs or check marks to keep track
of the attack modes you've already deployed.

(Mode trackers for both ships appear as a component of
the Space Combat Record Sheet (see Appendix ). Where
possible, the entire group refers to the same copy of the
Record Sheet as it changes over time, perhaps on a lap-
top screen, easel, whiteboard, or computer projection.)

Only the vessel choosing the attack marks its mode trac-
ker. The other vessel’s tracker remains unchanged.
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Fire Maneuver | QOverride Trickbag You can tell that you're about to egg it if you'd have to
move to a new row on the mode tracker without comple-
tely filling in the previous one, like so:

|| [ e e ek
! 1 -

Overusing an attack mode is known in military jargon as eg-
ging it. If you repeat a mode before you have cycled through
all of the others, you've egged it.

I
x ]
I
I
[

When you egg it, your opponent gets a +3 bonus to his

My showdown result. If the opponent wins the showdown, he
gging 1t scores an extra skirmish point, moving him closer to victory.

Given the entries on the above mode tracker, if you pick any
mode other than Maneuver for your next attack, you'll be




Having chosen your attack mode, you then proceed to the
showdown. The outcome of the test determines which side
adds to its skirmish point total, and by how much.

Every ship has an Output spec. This provides a pool of points
equal to the Output rating that any gunner, hailer, pilot or
stratco can spend on their fire, override, maneuver and trick-
bag showdowns, respectively. When a player chooses to
spend Output points, no other player can block him. Output
refeshes after the resolution of any ship combat.

Skirmish Point Awards

The winner always gets at least 1 skirmish point. The fol-
lowing modifiers then alter the skirmish point total:

+1 if the winner was also the attacker

+1 if the winner exceeded the loser's showdown result
by 2 or more or +2 if the winner exceeded the loser’s
showdown by 4 or more

+1 if the loser egged it

+1 if the winner attacked with surprise (only possible
during the attack’s first fight)

+1 if at least one combatant is already within 3 skirmish
points of reaching its goal (unless that goal is on the
escape path).

apply modifier from the winner and loser’s relevant ship
specs (below)

No matter what modifiers are applied, the final skirmish
point total can never be less than 1.

Applying Ship Stat Modifiers

Each ship has four sets of paired specs. Each pair corres-
ponds to, and is named for, an attack mode: Fire, Maneuver,
Override, and Trickbag.

The first listed item in each pair is the Dishing It value. The
higher the value, the harder you punch when you get the
upper hand in a sally.

The second column contains the Taking It value. The lower
the value, the less harm you suffer when overcome by the
enemy.
When the winner of an exchange is determined:

the Dishing It value of the winning ship
and

the Taking It value of the losing ship

are both applied as modifiers to the skirmish point total.

This means that, when looking at your ship's specs, a po-
sitive Dishing It number is good (because you win more
skirmish points when you hit the other guy) but a positive
Taking It number is bad (because you give up more skir-
mish points when you get hit.)

Here for example are specs for two common ship types,
the offense-heavy Hammer and its counterpart, the for-
tress-like Rampart.

Hamvver

Dishing It Taking It
Fire 3 1
Maneuver -1 0
Override 0 0
Trickbag 0 1
RAMPART

Dishing It Taking It
Fire -1 -3
Maneuver -1 1
Override 1 1
Trickbag 0 0

The Hammer is strongest when its Gunner wins a Fire
showdown. In that case, it adds 3 points to its skirmish
point haul. When its Gunner loses that same showdown,
its glass jaw becomes apparent: the other ship adds 1
point to its total.

Even worse, its leaden propulsion systems mean that
it gives up a skirmish point even when its Pilot wins a
Helm Control showdown. Aggressive maneuvering is its
Achilles heel, even more so than when it's compensating
for the other ship’s moves.

For each of the following examples, let's assume that the
total number of skirmish points awarded for all factors
except for ship specs is 2.
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Example One: The Hammer launches a Fire attack on the
Rampart, which it wins. The Hammer's relevant Dishing
It value of 3 adds 3 skirmish points to its total. However,
the Rampart's Taking It value of -3 subtracts 3 points
from that total. The two ships’ offensive and defensive
capabilities cancel each other out. The skirmish point
total remains 2. (2 + 3 - 3 = 2.) They are awarded to the

Dishing It value of -1 subtracts 1 from the skirmish point
total. The Hammer's Taking It value of 1 adds 1 to the
total. Again, total skirmish points remain unchanged at
2.(2-1+ 1 = 2)) They are awarded to the Rampart.

Example Three: The Hammer launches a Maneuver at-
tack on the Rampart, which it loses. Its Taking It value

Hammer. ‘ for Maneuver is 0 and leaves the skirmish point award
unchanged. The Rampart’s Dishing It value for Maneuver
is -1. It reduces the skirmish point total by 1, to 1. (2 + 0

-1 =1.) They are awarded to the Rampart.

%
WAAT SNIP SPECS MEAN

Turn dry and powdery numbers into rich description by envisioning what the ships actually do in the fictional reality

of Ashen Stars.

Example Two: The Hammer launches a Fire attack on
the Rampart, which the Rampart wins. The Rampart's

A positive Fire value in the Dishing It column means that a ship boasts heavy firepower and state-of-the-art tar-
geting systems.

A positive Maneuver value in the Dishing It column indicates a fast and agile ship.

A positive Override value in the Dishing It column tells you a ship has been rigged with a heavily offensive comms
array, geared to penetrate and decrypt the enemy’s computers.

A positive Trickbag value in the Dishing It column indicates a ship outfitted with many different weapons types,
known as attack arrays. The more options the stratco can choose between, the more likely he is to penetrate the
enemy’s armor arrays.

You use the Dishing It values more often than the Taking It values. When a ship spec is named and neither Dishing
It or Taking It is specified, it by default refers to the Dishing It value.

The second item in each pair is the Taking It value. The lower the value, the better able you are to absorb the blow
when your opponent triumphs over you. (Remember, in this column, negative modifiers are good because they
reduce the other guy’s skirmish awards, and positive numbers are bad because they increase them.)

A negative Fire value in the Taking It column shows that your ship diverts considerable power to its anti-weapon
technologies, known as armor arrays.

A negative Maneuver value in the Taking It column shows that your navigational system handles quickly when
your helmsman must take sudden compensatory action.

A negative Override value in the Taking It column indicates that your computer system is heavily secured against
intrusion.

A negative Trickbag value in the Taking It column describes a ship outfitted with many different armor arrays,
giving the stratco a wider than usual variety of options when reacting to incoming fire.

Positive values, which increase your opponent’s skirmish score, tell us that a ship underperforms in a given area. A
negative Fire value means that the ship diverts comparatively little power to its weapons. A negative Fire (Taking It)
means that its armor arrays are underpowered. Negative Override suggests a computer system with weak intrusive
capability, while negative Override (Taking It) shows that the computer is poorly secured.

The default space vehicle, the Runner, has values of 0 in all eight specs, making it the baseline against which all other
ships are measured. Aside from an Output advantage, it is average in every respect.

\_ /




Example Four: The Hammer launches a Trickbag attack on
the Rampart, which it loses. Its Taking It value for Trickbag is
1, adding 1 to the Rampart’s skirmish point total. The Ram-
part's Dishing It Trickbag is O, leaving the total unchanged.
Skirmish points go up 1 point, to 3. (2 + 1 + 0 =3.) They are
awarded to the Rampart.

Four: Has the Loser Been

If the final skirmish point total after all modifiers have been
taken into account is 3 or more, the loser of the showdown
is rocked.

When a ship is rocked, two things happen:

Casualty Report

Each character on the rocked ship makes an Athletics check
against a Difficulty of 4, or the enemy’s skirmish point award
from this showdown, whichever is greater. Those failing the
test take 1 die of damage. When the PCs have rocked another
ship, the player who made the attack rolls any damage dice.

%
TAROETING CREL

A showdown winner can sacrifice skirmish points to
increase the chance that personnel aboard the roc-
ked ship will suffer harm. For each point that is not
applied to the victor’s winning total, the Difficulty of
Athletics checks taken during the Casualty Report
increases by 2.

Your ship has already racked up 7 skirmish points
in its bid to cripple and board an enemy vessel. You
then win another showdown, earning 4 more skirmish
points. This is enough to rock their ship. Rather than
apply all of those skirmish points to your running
total, you instead devote 2 of them to increase the
Difficulties of Athletics checks during their Casualty
Report. Their Difficulties increase from the standard
4 to 6. This leaves you with only 2 skirmish points to
apply to your running total, increasing it from 7 to 9.
If you'd left the Casualty Report to proceed as usual,
youd have instead increased your running total from
7 to11.

\_ /
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When a crew member must abandon a post (usually
due to incapacitation) any other character with a
rating in the pool can step into the breach. Howe-
ver, if the replacement is also currently serving as
gunner, hailer, pilot or stratco, all showdowns made
for the additional post suffer a penalty of 2, and the
next showdown made for the character’s main post
is takes a penalty of 1.

\_ /

Damage Report

The crew of the winning ship then chooses one of the
rocked ship’s eight specs to degrade by 1 point. If they
choose a Dishing It value, it drops by 1. If they choose a
Taking It value, it increases by 1.

Five: Mop-Up Operations

This step only occurs if the attacking ship has been degraded
and/or its personnel have taken damage during the fight so
far.

Medic Scramble

Any character on the attacking ship who has pool points in
the Medic ability, and who is not occupied as Hailer, Gunner,
Pilot, or Stratco (whether or not they made the most recent
showdown) can then use that ability on one subject who lost
Health points during the current space combat.

Wrench Scramble

Any character on the attacking ship who has pool points in
Systems Repair, and who is not occupied as Hailer, Gunner,
Pilot, or Stratco (whether or not they made the most recent
showdown), can make one attempt to restore a degraded
ship’s spec. The base Difficulty of the Systems Repair check is
4, modified as follows:

+2 if the enemy ship's running total of skirmish points
earned so far exceeds 7

+4 if the enemy ship's running total of skirmish points
earned so far exceeds 12

The above modifiers are not cumulative.

M

KO
STARSNINS
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MUpERCLOCKING

Characters with the Systems Design ability can at-

tempt to hyperclock the crew’s ship. This series of
desperate tweaks pushes it to the limits of its speci-
fied capacity, gaining Output at the expense of the
ship’s hull and systems integrity.

Hyperclocking occurs during your Mop-Up Ope-
rations phase and must be performed by a charac-
ter who is not occupied as gunner, hailer, pilot or
stratco. It requires a Systems Design test against a

Difficulty of 4.

You may make successive hyperclock tests in the
course of a skirmish.

On each success, the enemy ship immediately adds 1
skirmish point to its accumulated total, and you im-
mediately add 4 to your Output pool. These points
may cause your ship’s pool to exceed its rating.

Whenever your enemy wins a showdown, it gains an
additional number of skirmish points equal to your
number of successful hyperclocking attempts.

A character may participate in either a Wrench
Scramble or a hyperclocking attempt during a single
Mop-Up, but not both.

ﬁ

CNANDIND youR oont

combat.

total equal to the new goal plus three points.

goal.

Any ship can change its goal in the course of a space

To shift to a more expensive goal, declare the new
goal. The fight ends in your favor when you reach a

Shifting to a less expensive goal restarts your accumu-
lated skirmish point total at 0. The fight ends in your
favor when you reach the standard total for the revised

J

+8 if the enemy ship hasn’t made an attack of any kind
since it degraded the spec the character is attempting to
restore”.

The repairing character can spend any number of points from
the ship’s Output on any Wrench Scramble. When doing so,
the player should feel empowered to exclaim, “Diverting
power to [insert name of system under repair].”

On a successful check, 1 point of degradation is reversed. A
Dishing It value increases by 1. A Taking It value decreases by
1.

A Wrench Scramble can at best restore a value to what it was
before the fight began. It can’t increase a value above its nor-
mal value, or repair degradation suffered in a previous fight
or incident.

Six: Check For Victory

The winner adds the final skirmish points won from the
showdown to its running total for the contest. If that num-
ber equals or exceeds the skirmish point cost of its chosen
goal, the combat ends. Find the appropriate goal listing in the
Results section, below, to see what happens.

If neither side has achieved its goal yet, the initiative to act
passes to the crew that defended in the showdown that just
took place. That crew now repeats step three, choosing and
launching an attack.

If neither side has achieved its goal at the end of that
showdown, initiative passes back to the other crew for ano-
ther showdown, and so on and so on until one ship reaches
its goal.

Results

What happens at the end of the fight depends on the winner’s
goal.

(If you lose, the results are determined by the enemy’s goal,
not by the goal you failed to reach.)

* This exorbitant modifier makes it likelier that you'll get at least
one good shot at taking advantage of a degraded value before your
enemy repairs it. The in-world explanation for this is that it's much
harder to fix a system when it's still smoking and sparking in the
immediate wake of a hit than after it's had time to cool off. During
this period the ship’s wrench isn't sitting idly by: he's either repairing
another system, or prepping to repair this one. Prepping probably
includes the use of fire extinguishers and other damage reduction
measures. And yelling. Lots of yelling.
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Escape Result

You Escape Them: At the end of the skirmish, you conclusi-
vely evade the enemy ship. It is not only unable to attack you,
but loses track of your location. Most of the time, the escape
resolves the situation, with the crew of the enemy ship losing
its motivation to pursue or attack you any further.

In cases where the enemy ship is trying to track you down, a
minimum of one scene or interval must pass before it can find
you and attack you again.

They Escape You: The enemy ship cannot be located, and thus
not attacked, for at least one interval. Finding it again costs 2
Energy Signatures points.

Datascrape Result

You Datascrape Them: All results given for “You Escape Them”
apply. Also, you gain at least one important clue hacked from
the enemy ship's database. If at all possible, the GM makes this
a core clue leading to a new scene and toward the solution of
the mystery at hand.

They Datascrape You: All results under “They Escape You" ap-
ply. Also, the enemy ship knows something about you that
you'd prefer they didn't. If the GM can’t think of a revelation
that makes it harder for you to solve the case at hand, they
instead dig up a fact about your past and release it to the in-
terplanetary media. You must make a Public Relations test to
counter it; Difficulty is 4, plus the enemy ship’s final skirmish
point tally minus 8. If you fail, your Reputation decreases by 1.

MUTUAL ESCAPE

If both combatants declare escape as their goal at the
outset of a space combat, no fight occurs. Both ships
fly off in different directions, end of story.

If one ship’s goal is already escape and its opponent
then shifts to escape as a goal, the fight immediately
aborts. Both ships fly off in different directions.

Repairs to ships and medical treatment for personnel
then occur using standard out-of-combat rules.

Rake Result

You Rake Them: All results given for “You Escape” apply. Also,
you may degrade two of the enemy ship's specs. Except where
it violates the logic of the current storyline, the enemy ship
does not appear for the rest of the scenario. If logic decrees
that it must reappear, it does so without having repaired any
damage it suffered in the skirmish, whether delivered during
the fight or as a result of the rake. (If the GM wants to bring the
ship back in a later scenario, it then reappears fully repaired”.)

They Rake You: All results under “They Escape You" apply. Also,
the GM chooses two of your ship specs to be degraded.

Disable Weapons Result

You Disable Their Weapons: The enemy is unable to continue
fighting, because their weapons systems are offline. They are
unable to fight for at least one interval, plus a number of inter-
vals equal to your final skirmish point tally minus 9.

They Disable Yours:You are unable to continue fighting, be-
cause your weapons systems are offline. They remain offline
for 1 interval. After the interval passes, you may make one
Systems Repair test per interval to restore weapons functions,
against a Difficulty of 4, plus the enemy ship’s final skirmish
point tally minus 9.

Disable Engine Result

You Disable Their Engines: The enemy is unable to continue
fighting, because their propulsion systems are offline. They are
unable to fight for at least one interval, plus a number of inter-
vals equal to your final skirmish point tally minus 10. Also, they
are unable to move from their current position for 1 interval,
plus a number of intervals equal to your final skirmish point
tally minus 10.

They Disable Yours: You are unable to continue fighting, be-
cause your propulsion systems are offline. They remain offline
for 1 interval. After the interval passes, you may make one Sys-
tems Repair test per interval to restore engines, against a Diffi-
culty of 4, plus the enemy ship’s final skirmish point tally minus
10. Engines return after the first successful test. Until then,
you are unable to move from your current position, except to
the extent that you drift uncontrollably through space. If your
lack of mobility prevents you from gathering core clues, and
thus advancing to a new interval, you may make successive
Systems Repair tests until you succeed. Each test costs you 12
hours of time in the game world. In situations where a time
cost makes it impossible to solve the mystery or is otherwise
a boring choice, GMs may apply some other cost that makes
sense given the narrative circumstances.

* Unless the story's premise for some reason requires that it still
be damaged.
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Cripple Result

You Cripple Them: Results for “You Disable Their Weapons” and
“You Disable Their Engines” both apply.

They Cripple You: Results for “They Disable Your Weapons” and
“They Disable Your Engines” both apply.

%
TRUCE, SURRENOER, AND Luing
OAZED 0N TRE CONSOLES

When you have initiative, you can attempt to com-
municate with the other crew. They may choose to
respond, or refuse, at which point the fight conti-

nues.

By mutual consent, battling crews may call a truce
at any time. They can then negotiate, trade infor-
mation and otherwise interact until they either
agree to end the fight inconclusively or resume hos-
tilities. If the GM thinks it makes sense, one side
can attempt a surprise resumption of hostilities. If
they succeed, using the usual surprise rules, they
may gain initiative, even if the other side had it
just before the truce. They are also entitled to the
skirmish point bonus for surprise if they win the

ensuing showdown.

Either participant can either negotiate its terms of
surrender during a truce, or at any time unilaterally
offer to surrender. The other crew can either accept

the surrender, negotiate tougher terms, or resume

the fight.

Fights may also end prematurely if all crew mem-
bers aboard one ship are unconscious, dead, or
otherwise incapacitated. The victor can leave them
drifting in space, board the unmanned ship, or des-
troy it as if it were helpless. Boarding an effectively
unmanned ship requires a Difficulty 4 Communi-
cations Intercept test, which opens up the shuttle

bay to an incoming craft.

Cripple for Towing Result

You Cripple Them For Towing: Results for “You Disable Their
Weapons” and “You Disable Their Engines” both apply. Also, you
are able to tow them; see p. 95.

They Cripple You For Towing: Results for “They Disable Your
Weapons” and “They Disable Your Engines” both apply. Also,
they tow you.

Cripple for Boarding Result

You Cripple Them For Boarding: Results for “You Disable Their
Weapons” and "You Disable Their Engines” both apply. Also, you
are able to board them; see p. 96.

They Cripple You For Board: Results for “They Disable Your Wea-
pons” and “They Disable Your Engines” both apply. Also, they
board you.

Slash Result

You Slash Them: All results given for “You Escape” apply. Also,
each occupant of the enemy vessel takes 1 die of damage. Fur-
ther, you may either degrade four of the enemy ship's specs, or

A0 NOT DLOWnRg up

You'll note an asymmetry in favor of the players in
the Destroy result. Supporting character ships can
be blown instantly out of space, killing everyone on
board, while players always get at least a chance to
evacuate. This lessens the prospect of a total party
kill, which sucks as hard in the space genre as in any
other roleplaying game. It also follows the conceit
of space opera, where disposable bad guys can be
excitingly dispatched in a pyrotechnic blast (com-
plete with scientifically inaccurate sound effects) but
the heroes always get a chance to escape and fight
another day—with dramatic final dialogue for those
who fail to evacuate.

To modulate your game’s frequency to a grittier rea-
ding, amend the “They Destroy You” result so that
skirmish point tallies greater than 24 also lead to the

immediate explosion of a PC ship.




may degrade three of its specs, one of which is degraded by 2
points. Except where it violates the logic of the current storyline,
the enemy ship does not appear for the rest of the scenario. If
logic decrees that it must reappear, it does so without having
repaired any damage it suffered in the skirmish, whether delive-
red during the fight or as a result of the rake. (If the GM wants
to bring the ship back in a later scenario, it then reappears fully
repaired”)

They Slash You: All results under “They Escape You” apply. Also,
the GM chooses four of your ship specs to be degraded.

Destroy Result

You Destroy Them: If your final skirmish point tally is more than
24, the enemy immediately explodes (p. 96). Otherwise, it
breaks up (p .).

They Destroy You: Your ship breaks up (p. 96).

Destroying a Disabled

No tactical impediment prevents you from destroying a ship af-
ter you've crippled it, or disabled either its weapons or engines.
A weaponless ship can't fire back at you as you maneuver into
position for the perfect killing shot. A ship without propulsion
capacity can't position its weapons to stop you from flying into
its blind side and targeting it for the coup de grace. The only
question up for grabs is how long it will take you to blow the
ship to flinders, and what resources you'll expend in the process.

To destroy a helpless ship, make a Battle Control test against
the following Difficulty. You may also spend your ship's Output
points on this test.

What's Disabled | Difficulty
Engines 8
Weapons 6
Both 4

You can make as many attempts to destroy the helpless ship as
you want.

* Unless the story's premise for some reason requires that it still
be damaged.
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The real impediment to destroying helpless ships is reputational.
(The main entry on Reputation appears on p. 165).

In most cases, destroying an enemy ship in the midst of an active
firefight will be regarded as a legitimate act of self-defense. (You'll
still lose the benefit of the doubt if you started the fight without
just cause, especially if your target fought only to escape.)

The moment your enemy loses the capacity to effectively fight
back, the ethical burden shifts. Destroying a helpless enemy
ship and killing everyone on board is regarded by the public
as the equivalent of killing a wounded and helpless opponent
after you've beaten him in a street fight. If anything, it's worse,
because you're killing many people, some of whom may not be
hostile to you or pose any danger to others.

Destroying a ship after you evacuate its personnel will at worst
be regarded as a property crime. If you can demonstrate that the
destruction was just or a boon to general security, your reputa-
tion remains as is—or perhaps even increases.

Destroying a helpless vessel carries a base Public Relations Diffi-
culty of 8 and entails a base loss of 4 Reputation points. The fol-
lowing extenuating or aggravating circumstances modify those
numbers, as follows. GMs should use these as baselines when
taking into account situations not covered here. Public Relations
Difficulties can't be modified to lower than 2. Reputation losses
can be reduced to 0, but not to negative numbers. If reduced to
0, the potential Reputation loss is nullified, and no test is requi-
red.

When your victory in a space combat allows you to tow a crip-
pled vessel, you've not only disabled its engines and weapons,
but shut down the various sub-systems that would otherwise
stop you from attaching a tractor beam to it and hauling it to a
new location of your choice.

You may want to:

= move the rival vessel to a location near a shifting or inter-
mittent warp corridor. With your engines intact, you then
use the warp corridor to return to your rough original
position. You time your towing so that the corridor then
becomes inaccessible for a predictable period of time,
usually a period of days or weeks. By the time your rivals
repair their engines, they are stranded for that time. This
procedure is known as storaging. Warning: storaging ves-
sels for longer periods of time may be considered unjust
imprisonment, causing damage to your Reputation.
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a A
. . Modifier to Public Modifier To
Situation : e :
Relations Difficulty | Reputation Loss
Everyone killed when the ship blew was a violent criminal or 4 2
deadly threat to innocent sapient life
Innocents were killed when the ship blew +2 per victim +3
You attacked without just cause +2 +1
Destroyed ship initiated the attack -2 -1
Crew of enemy ship refused request to surrender during fight (do 1 1
not apply this if next entry also applies)
Crew of enemy ship refused request to surrender after their ship 3 2
was disabled
Enemy crew attacked unwillingly, for example while under psy- +4 +1
chic or technological mental domination
As above, and you knew this to be the case when you slaughtered +2 o1
them (apply both sets of modifiers)
One or more of you had a known personal grievance against one +2 +1
or more of them
Your decision to destroy them had an apparent financial motive +2 +1
Everyqne on board survived (presumably by evacuating before Difficulty cannot exceed 6 Reputation loss cannot
the ship blew) exceed 2
Some of those killed died when you attacked their shuttles or +6 +3
otherwise interfered in their evacuation
Vessel destruction was the only available foolproof means to 6 2
contain an outbreak of Class-K alien entities
\L )
= move the rival to a penal colony or other location where they are to fight. Ships pursuing a cripple and board_ strategy
your allies can force their surrender and incarceration by may target crew members _(p. ) dgrlng the dogfight, sof-
a display of overwhelming force tening them up for the possible boarding defense to come.

Boarding

deliver the disabled ship to your client, who then takes
responsibility for dealing with it and its crew

When Lasers attempt boarding actions, it is usually to capture

and/or interrogate particular members of the enemy crew.

They may also do this to rescue hostages or seize evidence.

When you achieve the Cripple For Boarding result, you not
only disable your target's weapons and propulsion systems,
but override their command of their own shuttle bay. You can
then fly your shuttle into their bay, open its airlock, and enter
their ship. You may then have to stun, overpower, or otherwise
physically defeat some or all of the crew. Or they may then sur-
render, depending on how tough you seem and how prepared

Ship Destruction

Most destroyed ships blow up only after a chain reaction
causes the ship to break up and explode. This gives occu-
pants a brief window of time to evacuate. Each character
makes a Difficulty 4 Athletics test. If they succeed, they reach
a shuttle before the ship blows. If they fail by 2 or less, they
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RESTRAINTS O ENEMU ACTION

Because total party kills stop rather than advance
a storyline, GMs will strive to give their bad guys
reasons to pursue space combat goals short of ship
destruction. These might include:

needing the PCs alive for interrogation, revenge, and

the like

needing the PCs to perform a task for them

need for information or technology on the PCs’ ship
fear of retribution from other Laser crews

desire to sell captured ship

Anyone who has ever seen an episode of a space ope-
ra TV show knows that the lead characters will be
given ample opportunity to adventurously retake a
ship after it is captured. They might retake the ship
from a boarding party or return to it later as it awaits
resale or stripping for parts.

The same narrative conventions dictate that if the he-
roes do definitively lose their ship, the next storyline
allows them to earn a new one, whether through
capture, reward, salvage, or some other believable

story mechanism.

\L )

reach the shuttle, but only after taking 1 die of damage from
falls, collision, flaming debris, venting plasma, or the many
other hazards of a vessel on the verge of disintegration. If
they fail by 3 or more, they are trapped, blocked or othe-
rwise unable to make it to the shuttles before the drop-dead
moment.

The shuttle’s pilot must make a Difficulty 6 Shuttle Craft test
to clear the bay before the ship blows. If everyone making
the escape test beats it, and by a margin of 2 or more, they've
arrived early, allowing the Shuttle Craft test to proceed with
a Difficulty of 4.

Any character still aboard a ship when it explodes is instantly
killed.
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Instantaneous Destruction

To modulate your game to a grittier setting, allow for some
ships to be instantly destroyed on a final hit. When a crew has
selected Destroy as its goal, and when the final showdown
that allows it to achieve that goal takes it from 20 or less
skirmish points to 24 or more skirmish points, that ship is
immediately destroyed, killing everyone on board without
the possibility of evacuation.

Where the winning crew wants to destroy the enemy ship
but allow for evacuation, it can attempt to momentarily slow
the explosion. This requires a successful Battle Console test
against a Difficulty equal to 4, or the final skirmish point total
minus 21, whichever is greater. The maneuver requires use of
your ship's tractor beam, and so is only possible if your ship
is equipped with one.

Describing the Action

As with personal combat or any action-oriented contest, the
GM and players add excitement to the point spending and
die rolling with vivid descriptions of each attempted move
and its result. When the Lasers launch an attack, the player
whose character executes the showdown mixes action lan-
guage and technobabble to paint a picture of the move their
ship is attempting to pull off. The GM does the same for at-
tacks launched by the enemy, and, when necessary, to create
a word picture of the results of each showdown.

Match the description with the type of attack.

= Fire attacks are dominated by weapons fire or, if
you're the defender, the deployment of defensive
devices called armor arrays. “I pepper their aft arrays
with rapidly-cycling mixed fire.

= Maneuver attacks revolve around ship movement. “/
dive in through their blind spot and leave them open
for an underside blast”

= Override attacks combine the language of space
action with fanciful cyberpunk-style hacking termi-
nology. “I look for an outdated patch in their sensor
algorithms and penetrate it under diagnostic cover”

= Trickbag attacks put military jargon through a futu-
ristic blender. Refer to various made-up gambits and
strategems. Give them a desperate, seat-of-the-pants,
it's-crazy-but-it-just-might-work feeling. “/ fake them
out with a Copernicus spiral, then at the last minute
pull a Brian Hudd on them.”

Remember, although one attack form dominates any given
move, each ship is always firing, maneuvering, overriding, and
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sometimes employing abstruse chess-like stratagems. You
can always describe shots being fired during a maneuver,
communications jamming during a trickbag attack, and so
on.

Sometimes inspiration fails. Don't worry if you occasionally
flag and fail to describe a move in world terms. Provided
you start out with solid descriptions, the group will conti-
nue to imagine the scene visually even if you do get caught
up in the mechanics and temporarily forget the narration.

Some groups may find it useful for visualization to pull out
model ships and zoom them around. Others will find such
prop use distractingly child-like. Try it and see which cate-
gory yours falls into.

Aftermath: Lingering Ship

Like their counterparts in space opera TV shows and movies,
wrenches in Ashen Stars can perform miraculous split-second
repairs in the heat of battle, but must labor long and hard to
return their ship to peak condition after the fight is over.

Wrench Scrambles occur only during combat. As soon as the
combat ends, you have to use the less forgiving long-term re-
pair rules, as seen on p. 113. Accordingly, the opportunity to
perform repairs using the Wrench Scramble ends as soon as
one combatant achieves its goal. Even if your attack wins the
fight for you, you are unable to stage the Wrench Scramble
you'd otherwise be owed if the fight continued.

At fight's end, any degraded spec that has not been repaired
during a Wrench Scramble remains degraded. For each such
spec, your ship's Condition increases by 1.

(You'll note that Condition does not normally change during a
fight, and is only taken into account at its conclusion.)

Keep track of your ship's base Condition, without damage, as
well as its current Condition.

Fixing these requires the use of the less forgiving long-term
repair rules, as seen on p. 113.

If you come out on the wrong side of a rake or slash, the fight's
conclusion includes damage to your ship. These also preclude
Wrench Scrambles and require resort to long-term repair.

A complete ship combat example appears as an appendix at
the end of this book, starting on p. 273. If you're reading the
space combat rules for the first time, check it out now. If you
aren't, aren't you glad we moved it to the back of the book?

Uneven Fights

The classic space combat in Ashen Stars takes place between
two vessels. On rare occasions story logic demands an une-
ven fight. In this situation, the outnumbered vessel’s success
depends on its ability to haul ass out of there. With extreme
prejudice.

When a PC Ship is Outnumbered

When the Lasers face more than one enemy ship, the GM
deems one of them to be the lead vessel. This ship engages in
attacks and is attacked as normal. The presence of the other
ships becomes a modifying factor making it easier for the
lead target to score skirmish points, and to prevent skirmish
points from being scored against it.

The PCs’ skirmish point total needed to achieve any

goal on the escape path increases by (3 x the number of
enemy vessels).

The PCs' skirmish point total needed to achieve any goal
not on the escape path increases by (6 x the number of
enemy vessels).

The PCs face a penalty to all showdown results equal to
the number of active enemy vessels.

Whenever the PCs win a showdown, the number of skir-
mish points they earn:

- is decreased by the number of active enemy vessels

- is based on the lowest relevant Taking It spec of any
active enemy vessel

Whenever the enemy wins a showdown, the number of
skirmish points it earns:

- is increased by the number of active enemy vessels

- is based on the highest relevant Dishing It spec of
any active enemy vessel

If the PCs successfully Rake or Slash, they can choose
which of the enemy vessels takes the damage and/or
injuries to personnel.




If the PCs’ goal is on the engage path, and it accu-
mulates a number of skirmish points equal to (6 +

the standard total for that goal) one of the vessels is
knocked out of the fight. Its condition matches the
chosen goal: disabled weapons, disabled engines,
crippled, crippled for boarding, crippled for towing, or
destroyed.

- If the fight started out with more than two ves-
sels on the other side, another ship is knocked out
of the fight each time the PCs surpass an additio-
nal 6-point thresholds.

The runner Morricone faces three enemy ships. Its
crew wants to cripple them all. To achieve this, it will
have to accumulate skirmish points equal to the stan-
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dard for this goal (12 points) plus (6 x the number
of enemy vessels, or 18), for a formidable total of 30
skirmish points.

It will cripple one vessel if its skirmish point total
reaches 18 (the standard 12 + 6) The second vessel
will be crippled when the PCs reach 24 or more skir-
mish points. The last will be crippled at 30.

When a vessel is knocked out of the fight, it is no longer
considered active for the purpose of determining penal-
ties and skirmish point awards.

The lead enemy vessel is always the last to be taken out
of the fight, when the PCs reach their final skirmish point
total.
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Outnumbering the Enemy
Lasers won't often find other ships willing to join them
in the dangerous business of space combat. On the rare
occasions when this happens, each allied ship is treated
as a modifying factor making it easier for them to reach
their goal. The allied ships do not directly participate in
showdowns.
The PCs’ skirmish point total needed to achieve any
goal on the engage path decreases by (3 x the num-
ber of allied vessels)

The enemy’s skirmish point total for its goal increases
by (3 x the number of allied vessels)

< TID ASYMMOTAY OF UNDVEN FIGTS

The rules for uneven ship skirmishes work diffe-
rently depending on who’s doing the outnumbe-
ring. This reflects the heroic conventions of the
space opera genre. Scenes in which the heroes
battle against overwhelming odds—whether to
defeat a superior force or simply to escape—are an
exciting staple of the genre. Sequences where the
heroes carefully line up allies to do their fighting for
them and then breeze to victory rarely if ever occur.
This is because they’re boring. Also, they break the
literary convention requiring protagonists to solve

their own problems as directly as possible.

The rules discourage ally-gathering by portraying
the advantages of having them as less decisive than
the disadvantages of being outnumbered. They also
levy a Reputation cost. You can further avoid dull
ally-seeking sequences and anti-climactic battles by
invoking character Drives to ensure that characters
charge into action immediately, without stopping
to recruit outside aid.

To adjust your campaign frequency to reward logi-
cal if uninteresting risk-aversion over genre-appro-
priate action, make the rules for outnumbering the

enemy the mirror image of those for being out-
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numbered.

The PCs gain a bonus on all showdown results equal
to (1 + the number of active allied vessels)

Whenever the PCs win a showdown, they gain
skirmish points equal to the number of active allied
vessels.

Whenever the enemy wins a showdown, the number
of skirmish points it earns:

- is decreased by (1 + the number of active allied
vessels)

Whenever the enemy earns 3 or more skirmish points
in a single showdown, it rocks the PCs’ vessel, and
removes one allied vessel from the fight. The remo-
ved ship is no longer considered active. If the enemy’s
goal was on the engage track, the allied ship suffers
the condition reflected by its main goal: disabled
weapons, disabled engines, crippled, crippled for
boarding, crippled for towing, or destroyed.

Ganging Up Dampens Your Space Cred

Laser crews who act cautiously and rope in allies to defeat
enemies in space combat are considered less notewor-
thy and heroic than those who bring down the hammer
of justice entirely on their own. At the end of any case
during which your crew took on an outnumbered vessel,
subtract the number of allied ships from any Reputation
gains you would otherwise stand to make. This penalty
can at most reduce your Reputation gain to 0; it does not
reduce your overall Reputation. (For more on Reputation,
see p. 165.)

Slinking Off

When the PCs wish to escape a fight and at least one ally
is committed to remaining in it, they get away automati-
cally—perhaps at a cost to their Reputation. If they want
to datascrape, rake or slash before departing, they must
still use the above rules.

Large-formation battles between fleets of space ships
have not been a feature of life in the Bleed since the end
of the war. Rules for such battles will come into play only
if you're building to certain sweeping overall story arcs.
If demand warrants, they'll appear in a later supplement.
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Ships found in Combine space are either classed or scratch-
built. Classed ships are constructed according to a standard
blueprint, subject to further customization by their users.
Scratch-built ships are one-of-a-kind vessels, usually flown
by their designers. Standard designs follow a tried and true
pattern for a reason: when first put under pressure, scratch
ships have an unfortunate record of blowing up.

Many of the old shipyards were damaged or destroyed in the
war. The teetering economy continues to delay their return
to full function. As a result, you tend to see more weirdly cus-
tomized or completely scratch-built ships than ever before.
Still, 95% of the ships you'll encounter will be classed. Most
of these were commissioned before or during the war.

Whether off the rack or customized, all ships are defined by
the following numbers.

Combat Specs

We've seen how these eight specs work already, in the rules
for space combat. Here's what they mean in descriptive
terms. Each entry describes a ship with a better-than-ave-
rage value for in the spec under discussion. Remember, high
numbers are good for the four Dishing It specs, while nega-
tive numbers, the lower the better, are good for their coun-
terpart Taking It specs.

Fire (Dishing It)

Your ship configuration reserves a heavy percentage of its
engine power to its various weapons systems, known as at-
tack arrays.

Fire (Taking It)

Your ship configuration devotes a heavy percentage of its
engine power to its various anti-weapons systems, known as
armor arrays.

Maneuver (Dishing It)
Your ship's engines are configured for speed, allowing your
pilot to aggressively close range with the enemy.
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NATTLE ARRALSG

Armor and attack arrays are collectively known as battle arrays.

Certain armor arrays are vulnerable to particular attack arrays, and vice versa. A Trickbag attack is like a complicated space-
faring game of rock-paper-scissors, with potentially lethal consequences. The attacking stratco attempts to fake out her
counterpart, hoping to select at the decisive moment an attack array that will punch through the armor array he’s deployed
at the instant of impact. Like any attack form, a trickbag is supported by weapons fire, tricky piloting, and disruptive com-
munications.

For descriptive purposes, players and GMs should feel free to invent and describe the special effects of the various armor
and attack arrays. As a starting point, here are the six most common arrays of each type:

ATTACK ARRALS

Invented by humans, disruption beams are the cheapest and most reliable shipboard weapons. They'’re also the weapon type
most other ships are prepared to face. These long-range multiphasing weapons blast a line of oscillating green, white or blue
energy arcing from the attacking ship to its target.

Improbability rockets, based on a vas mal design, get a second chance to hit if they happen to miss the first time around.
Rockets falling short of the mark disappear into a shimmering bubble in space-time, then reappear for a second strike (Ships
with improbability rockets installed do not get two attack rolls; this is descriptive detail). They appear as thin metallic tubes
propelled by a wire-thin distortion field.

The neutronic fusillade appears as a glowing cloud that bears down on enemy targets like a spaceborne sandstorm. This
balla weapon dishes a comparatively small amount of damage, but over a wide area, and thus finds the weak spots in an
enemy hull.

A punchbeam is a wider, shorter-range energy burst than the disruption beam, delivered by cannon-like weapon batteries.
Its tavak designers liken it to the dreaded one-claw punch of their peoples’ signature martial arts style.

Each scramble bots attack releases a swarm of individually expendable miniature drones. Every drone that makes it through
enemy armor arrays warps the magnetic field of a ship’s hull on impact. A beloved cliché of military history writing com-
pares the swarm effect of the scramble bot to the hungry rampages of its kch-thk inventors.

Sneakthieves are spacefaring cruise missiles introduced by the durugh. Feared for their penetrating power, they travel par-
tially into warpspace, rematerializing just as they hit their targets.

ARMOR ARRANUS

The chronoplate system of hull plating was devised by the vas mal. When hit, each separate plate shifts to a fractionally
different moment in time, neutralizing the impact of the strike. Temporal energy from glancing strikes generates additional
power for the ship’s engines.

Conductors, a tavak hull circuitry technology, disperses energy from enemy fire around the entire hull.

Developed by the kch-thk, a crystaloids system functions by a releasing of semi-organic chaff. Skillful pilots can subse-
quently use the chaff to confuse attempts by enemy computer systems to triangulate the outcomes of their maneuvers.

Force shifters emit bursts of concentrated energy that intercept incoming fire. They flare green, white or blue when struck.
This is the default human defensive system. Quantum backwash from a successful but glancing strike can damage the
weapons array fired against it.

Inertia misters disperse pockets of anti-energy that drain force from inbound beams and missiles. This is the preferred array

of the balla.

A zeroizer array produces a field of sub-atomic singularities that makes incoming fire seem simply to disappear. Used by
the durugh, the provision of this technology to the Combine helped turn the tide against the Mobhilar, whose weapons it

reliably foiled. Or so the durugh claim; the truth of the incident has vanished down the Mohilar memory hole.

j




STARSNING

Maneuver (Taking It)

Your ship's engines are configured for reactive flexibility, al-
lowing your pilot to adjust position after a hit becomes ine-
vitable, thus deflecting the energy of incoming weapons fire.

Override (Dishing It)

Your computers are loaded with invasive programs designed to
crack an enemy ship's security, allowing your hailer to deactivate
or manipulate its internal systems. Its communications appara-
tus bristles with broadcast antennae.

Override (Taking It)

Your ship's computers are heavily encrypted and primed with
security software that shields against the hacking efforts of rival
hailers. Its communications apparatus includes special receivers
designed to identify and lock out invasive incoming signals.

Trickbag (Dishing It)

Your ship is equipped with many different attack arrays systems,
offering your stratco a wide range of options as she devises
a pattern of fire to break through the target's chosen armor
arrays.

Trickbag (Taking It)

Your ship is equipped with many different defensive systems,
offering your stratco a wide range of options in choosing the ar-
mor arrays that best defend against the attack arrays deployed
against you.

Cargo

A ship with a cargo spec higher than 0 is configured to include
an unusually large cargo bay, and the engine power to support
tonnes of additional weight. This enables you to haul additio-
nal freight, and thus make extra money, when you arrange a
freight-hauling side deal (p. 173).

Subtract your cargo spec from the Difficulty of any Business
Affairs test to negotiate such a deal. A negative cargo spec
increases the Difficulty.

Condition

A ship’s condition measures its age and the number of
major repairs it has undergone in the course of its career.
Condition adds to the Difficulties of repairs and retrofits,
so low numbers are good.

Your ship’s Condition is applied as a penalty to any Sys-
tems Repair or Systems Design test undertaken to fix or
alter it.

The lowest possible Condition is -1, which indicates a ves-
sel in as good or better shape than the moment it first left
its shipyard. Lasers never have mint condition ships. Your
characters haven't laid eyes on such a thing since the pre-
war period.

Output

Output measures the engine’s ability to quickly generate
emergency power and channel it on an ad hoc basis to
the ship’s various competing systems. As mentioned in
the ship combat rules, the ship’s Output rating provides
a pool which can be raided for various purposes, output
refreshes after the resolution of any ship combat.

Upkeep Cost

The upkeep cost of your ship is the amount you need to
budget every month to maintain your ship. Failure to pay
the upkeep on your ship forces you to degrade its specs
(see p. 119). A lower number is therefore superior to a
high one.

Sometimes a ship's specs will provide a number called an
Upkeep Premium. This number increases its initial budget
of build points at an extra maintenance cost that can never
be reduced, even during later downgrades (p.126).
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LN CLAGSES

The ten ship classes suitable for use as Laser vessels are
as follows. You may choose any of these as your crew's
ship. Groups who love to get under the hood and tinker
can configure their own scratch-built ships using the rules
starting on p. 111.

All of the small vessels listed below include, in various de-
grees of crampedness:

crew quarters

a command bridge

a shuttlecraft launch bay (includes craft)

washroom and shower facilities

engine room

one to three utility spaces. Your Laser crew has fitted
these as portable labs for evidence analysis and
scientific survey work

Yyvvyvyvyy

By tradition, each of the ship types is associated with a
naming tradition. These often derive from events in Earth
history, as popularized during the prewar synthculture mo-
vement (p.158). Nothing forces you to adopt a name that
matches your ship type. If you don't, however, others may
comment on your eccentric choice.

Runner

If you can't decide which ship to pick, take this one.

As the basic workhorses of interstellar travel, runners fill the
warp corridors of the Bleed. These rugged, functionally-de-
signed ships serve as the vessel of choice not just for most
Laser crews, but for diplomats, government functionaries,
and passenger operators. Because they're so numerous,
they're often found in pirate hands, having been captured
from their rightful owners.

gIsnimg 1T & TAKIND 17T

The Dishing It and Taking It modifiers for each ship
class are listed in the ship’s table. The Dishing It modi-
fier applies only on a showdown win. The Taking It
modifier applies only on showdown loss.
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The runner balances the various design demands of a small
craft, providing solid compromises between offense and
defense and between capacity and speed. It looks like box
outfitted with streamlining fins. A circular turret on top
houses its combat arrays.

Crew quarters allow up to six personnel to sleep privately,
without having to share rooms. Walls of the crew quar-
ters break away; bunks can be folded down to convert the
resulting area into a meeting or recreation room. A short
corridor runs down the middle of the quarters area; it too
folds into the larger meeting chamber. Aside from that, the
runner lacks hallways; crew members move through auto-
mated doors from one room to the next.

Fold-down beds line the walls of its aft cargo bay, sleeping
as many as ten additional passengers. By breaking out ano-
ther set of modular furnishings, this bay can be converted
into a brig, comfortably holding up to six prisoners.

The crew moves between decks via vertical hatchways out-
fitted with fold-down ladders. The bridge, crew quarters
and utility spaces occupy the top deck, with shuttle bay,
engine room and cargo spaces below. The bridge hatch
leads down to the shuttle bay for quick escape from a doo-
med vessel.

Names of runners are traditionally drawn from the history
and folklore of the 19th century American west, and its
later interpreters. Examples: Apache, Appaloosa, Buffalo,
Cheyenne, Crockett, Eastwood, Ford, Geronimo, Hickok,
Houston, Lamour, Leone, Masterson, Northfield, Peckinpah,
Rio Bravo, van Cleef, Wayne, Winchester, Wister, Wyatt Earp.



Dishing It Taking It
Fire 0 0
Maneuver 0 0
Override 0 0
Trickbag 0 0

Output 14
Cargo 0
Condition 0
Upkeep 6

Hammer

The top-heavy hammer, with its bristling assault turret, places
a premium on accurate offense. Its front-loaded design calls
to mind a flying club.

Crews double up in its cramped quarters, buying more space
for an enlarged bridge kitted out with a holo stage. It dis-
plays a real-time three-dimensional simulation of combats
in progress. The stratco’s high, throne-like chair thrusts her
partway into the holostage.

The curving walls of the hammer’s tube-like construction
add to a pervasive sense of physical constraint.

Its single cargo bay sits below the bridge. The shuttle
bay sits between it and the engine room; a de-

parting shuttle drops vertically from the

bottom of the craft.
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Hammers tend to be named after historical weapons or wea-
pons systems”: Anlance, Arbalest, Arquebus, Atlatl, Bandolier,
Blade, Crossbow, Flintlock, Gatling, Glaive, Halberd, Howitzer,
Javelin, Machete, Peacemaker, Saber, Smith & Wesson.

Dishing It Taking It

Fire 3 1
Maneuver 1 0
Override 0 0
Trickbag 0 1

Output 8

Cargo -2

Condition 1

Upkeep 6

Rampart

Resembling a flying castle, the defense-heavy rampart
offers shelter to crews who would rather withstand a hit
than dish one out. Square edges convey a sense of geo-
metric stolidity. Its twin shuttle craft, housed in a squared
U-shaped bay, can exit the craft from fore, starboard, or
port. The prevailing design sense is proudly industrial,
with visible duct-work, vent shafts and cable housings
lining its wide corridors. Echoing clangs pervade the ship;
its double-reinforced hull dampens and muffles speech.
Groundside crews operating out of a rampart have to
train themselves to stop shouting when they leave its
protective embrace.

Rampart-class ships are named after castles and for-
tresses of Earth history and folklore: Alcazar, Arundel,
Ashby, Caernarvon, Camelot, Carcassonne, Charmont,
Elsinore, Gwalior, Kenilworth, Kumbhalgarth, Mousa, Or-

thanc, Otranto, Pontefract, Turku, Xiongwu, Yinglong.

* Warn players when choosing the name for their hammer-class
that any ship named Bohemian Ear-Spoon immediately explodes on
its first mission, killing everyone on board. This is the only way for
Ashen Stars PCs to die during character generation.
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Dishing It Taking It
Fire =il -3
Maneuver -1 1
Override =1l -1
Trickbag 0 1
Output 8
Cargo 0

Condition 1

Upkeep 6

Speeder

The sleek, streamlined spee-
der places a premium on
engine power and maneu-
verability. The beauty of its
slender, arrow-like shape and gleaming outer surface reveal
the balla roots of its designers. The bridge design places
its personnel in parallel seating, close enough to hear each
other’s breathing. Behind this choice lies the theory that phy-
sical closeness breeds instinctive teamwork.

Burnished chrome surfaces throughout the ship's interior re-
flect images of the crewmen back at them. A common joke

about the speeder has it that balla prefer speeders because
they get to look at themselves constantly. Disoriented new-
comers liken the environment to working in a hall of mirrors.

Speeders have no shuttle bay. Instead, the speeder’s shuttle
craft interlocks into the bottom of the ship, becoming a labo-
ratory when not in use as a vehicle. To keep the ship’s weight
down, the design lacks cargo facilities of any kind. Speeder
crews would sooner race to the next contract than hang
around to conduct petty trade deals.

Speeders are named after birds and other flying creatures:
Caracara, Condor, Cuckoo, Eagle, Falcon, Finch, Harrier, Hawk,
Kestrel, Kite, Kookaburra, Gryphon, Osprey, Peregrine, Roadrun-
ner, Sparrow.

Dishing It Taking It
Fire -1 1
Maneuver 2 -2
Override -1 1
Trickbag 0 0
Output 8
Cargo 0
Condition 1
Upkeep 6
Hauler

The default choice of traders and smug-
glers, haulers are used by Lasers of an
entrepreneurial bent. Blocky, rugged, and
visually inelegant, the hauler brings to mind a
flying warehouse. Its interior configuration resembles a
larger version of the runner, with all other areas squeezed to
make room for its generous cargo bays. Unusually for a small
spacefarer, the hauler comprises three decks. The top deck
houses the bridge, crew quarters, and utility areas. Six cargo
bays occupy the middle deck. Two more fill out the lower deck,
pressing hard against a reduced engine room and trickily
small shuttle craft. More than one inexperienced shuttle pilot
has dinged its hull trying to squeeze upwards into this tight
space. One exception to a hauler’s Spartan look is ts lavishly



appointed
board room,
where meetings
with business par-
tners are sometimes
held. As a Laser crew, you
may or may not have strip-
ped out its vat-grown maho-
gany paneling and reflective meeting
table and replaced it with lab equipment that
wouldn't fit in the utility areas.

s

Haulers are named after mountains: Aconcagua, Annapurna,
Ararat, Brocken, Cameroon, Cristallo, Elbrus, Erebus, Everest,
Fuji, Hithaeglir, K2, Kerling, Kilimanjaro, Krakatoa, Matterhorn,
McKinley, Meru, Olympus, Puncak Jaya, Vinson Massif.

Dishing It Taking It
Fire 0 0
Maneuver -1 0
Override 0 -1
Trickbag 0 -1

Output 7
Cargo 3
Condition 0

Upkeep 6

Special:  the
Hauler comes
with a tractor
beam pre-installed
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Looking for defensive versatility? The porcupine class may be
the ship for you, with its complement of five armor arrays. This
tavak-inspired design resembles a ball bristling with metal pro-
jections. This complex lattice of machinery allows the crew to
coordinate and deploy its many defensive systems, enhancing
their reach. Four tightly packed decks rest inside a gyroscope
structure, allowing the ship to zoom off in any direction with
minimal distress to personnel aboard. New recruits suffer slight
nausea when the ship undertakes a sharp course correction;
old hands scarcely notice. The outer skin of the ship moves
around the gyroscopic ball, making it difficult for enemies
to target a specific deck or location.

Another selling point of the porcupine for many Lasers
is the surprising volume of individual space its designers
have somehow conjured from its globular configuration. Crew
quarters are private, soundproof, and comparatively spacious.
Initially meant as places of meditative retreat, they facilitate all
manner of solitary and not-so-solitary personal behavior.

The name porcupine was applied to the original vessel type by
humans when they first fought the tavak, centuries ago. When
tavak speak of it, they use the name of an equivalent animal
from their homeworld. Translation devices prevent this from
becoming confusing.

Porcupines are named after shelled or armored animals: An-
klyosaur, Armadillo, Crab, Cuttlefish, Echidna, Glyptodont, Nau-
tilus, Stegosaur, Stickleback, Terrapin, Tortoise.

Dishing It | Taking It
Fire 0 0
Maneuver -1 0
Override 0 -1
Trickbag -1 -3
Output 8
Cargo 0
Condition 0
Upkeep 6
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The name for this kch-thk-designed vehicle derives from the
double, curved projections rising from behind its bridge.
These contain its versatile array of attack technologies. The
mandibles sit atop a bulbous, bifurcated deck structure va-
guely reminiscent of a spider’s thorax and abdomen.

Packed to the gills with weapons tech, the ship impinges
throughout on its crew's personal space. The ship lacks cor-
ridors of any kind. Sleeping quarters consist of a communal
bunk area, with shower and washroom facilities attached. Kch-
thk have no concept of personal space and leave these areas
as is when crewing a mandible all by themselves. Your crew
will likely have added and secured a series of cubicle-like divi-
ders to this area, providing a modicum of privacy. Mandibles,
as the saying goes, are for scorers, not for snorers.

Mandibles are named after insects and their arthropod kin:
Black Widow, Centipede, Hornet, Mantis, Recluse, Scorpion,
Screwfly, Spider, Stinger, Tarantula, Yellowjacket.

Dishing It | Taking It

Fire 1 0
Maneuver -2 1
Override 0 -1
Trickbag 3 0

Output 8

Cargo 2

Condition 0

Upkeep 6

Bristling with receiver dishes, probes, and antennae, the
Sherlock class ship is noted for its state-of-the art com-
puter system. The digital contents of its supercooled
mainframe are over-tuned for maximum hacking and
data-gathering capacity. Its chromed, globular outer
surface allows for quick repositioning to access any
ship’s most protected dataports.

Generous laboratory space makes the Sherlock a favorite
of Laser crews specializing in survey missions and scientific
mysteries.

Sherlock-class ships derive their names from the great detec-
tives of mystery fiction: Akechi, Alleyn, Briscoe, Chee, Dee,
Continental Op, Lupin, Maigret, Marlowe, Magnum, Marple,
McGarrett, Queen, Spade, Warshowski, Wimsey.

Dishing It Taking It
Fire -1 1
Maneuver 1 0
Override 3 0
Trickbag -1 1

| Special: Once per case, one crew
1 member can immediately refresh
a Technical Investigative pool after
depleting it while conducting an
experiment or other information-
gathering exercise on board the

\\ 13 73 / ship.

" Output 8
- ‘{ b v
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Cargo 0

e

Condition 0

Upkeep 6



Favored by crews specializing in
intelligence operations,
the robust com-
puter systems

and versa-
tile com-
munications

ports of the Alexandria provide it high security against inva-
sive data acquisition. Its elongated, cigar-shaped hull allows
it to concentrate comm ports in inaccessible locations. Com-
pensating fins lend it an appearance recalling the retro ima-
ginings of early 20th century science fiction illustrators.

The tubular design allows storage of information in charged
energy clouds lining the ship's interior. Field storage permits
the ship’s onboard artificial intelligence to make unusual
connecting leaps, especially when evaluating live-feed data
remotely conveyed to it via headsets.

Alexandria-class ships take their names from famous scho-
lars, scientists, librarians and archivists: Aristotle, Borges,
Bodley, Darwin, Dewey, Einstein, Frye, Gibbon, Hawking, He-
rodotus, Josephus, Larkin, Linnaeus, Mendel, Plutarch, Sue-
tonius, Zenodotus.

Dishing It Taking It

Fire 0 1
Maneuver -1 1
Override 0 -3
Trickbag 0 0

Output 8

Cargo 0

Condition 0

Upkeep 6

Special: Once per case, one crew
member can immediately refresh
an Academic Investigative pool
after depleting it while outside the
ship, provided that a headset feed is
currently running back to it.

STARSNING

Voodoo

So named for the mira-
- culous flexibility of its
,,,,,, robust, multiply-redun-
dant engine system, the voo-
doo is the ship of choice for stratcos who
prefer to think on the edge of their seats.
It famously allows squeaker victories by
manipulating the ship’s energy output.

The voodoo's modular design connects a series of cubic and
rectangular chambers through a series of tubular corridors,
which can be rendered opaque or transparent as needed.
Its standard configuration places the bridge in the center,
with an inner ring of personal quarters and then an outer
one of cargo, utility, and shuttle bays. These can be rearran-
ged, though the process is a lengthy and hazardous one. It
requires engineers to don environment suits and affix mini-
thrusters to the various portions, after sealing off the airlocks
appearing in each doorway. Reconfiguration takes about
three hours for each room component moved. Though it
can't be done under emergency conditions, individual bays
on the outer ring can be suddenly jettisoned from the overall
structure.

Original voodoos are decorated according to an eccentric
color scheme. Each module is carpeted in shades of purple
and orange. Most Laser crews strip out this hideous stuff,
and also sell off the now-coveted form-fitting plastic furni-
ture, and refit to a utilitarian 25th century spaceport grunge
look.

The voodoo is one of the few ship classes you can upgrade
to accommodate additional cargo bays.

Voodoo-class ships take
their names from famous
magicians and illu-
sionists of history

and folklore: Black-

stone,  Cagliostro,
Curwen, Dee, Faust,
Houdini,  Iouconnu,
Merlin, Mesmer, Mor-
gan, Paracelsus, Prospero,
Saint-Germain, Samedi, Teller.
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Dishing It Taking It
Fire 0 0
Maneuver 0 0
Override 0 0
Trickbag 0 0

Special: The Voodoo can be reconfigured on a Systems
Design test. Upgrade 1, 2 or 3 combat specs by 1 point
apiece). (Increase Dishing It values; decrease Taking It
values.) Then degrade the same number of other com-
bat specs by 1 point apiece. (Decrease Dishing It values;
increase Taking It values.) Difficulty of test equals 3
plus the number of specs upgraded. Reconfigura-
tion takes 2 hours of game-world time for each
spec upgraded. On a failure, the degraded specs
remain degraded but no specs are upgraded.

Reconfiguring back to the ship's base condition (as above,
with O in each combat spec), takes 4 hours of game-world
time and does not require a Systems Design test. This pro-
cess is called breakdown. You can’t reconfigure an already
reconfigured ship. Instead, you must breakdown between
reconfigurations.

At the beginning of any scenario, you may specify that you
conducted a breakdown during downtime.

Output 5
Cargo 0
Condition 0

Upkeep 6

A junker is less a class of ships than a catch-all term for any
busted-up wreck that's been pressed back into service long
after its shelf life has expired. It may be a repurposed super-
shuttle from the pre-war days, a retrofitted cargo long-hau-
ler, or a motley bag of parts kludged together into a single
ship. Somehow becoming more than the sum of its parts, the
junker still outperforms a runner on several fronts, not least
of which is its extra Output. It may hiss and spit and spark
and look like it just single-handedly lost the Mohilar War,
but somehow your systems officer can always pull one more
miracle from its creaking guts. Its computer systems are a
steaming kludge of mismatched components that confuse
enemy hailers trying to crack them.

y 44

The junker allows upgrades to accommodate additional car-
go bays.

Junker names are self-mocking, plucky and/or defiant: Bad
Penny, Boatcar, Bolter, Burner, Clash

Crossbreed, Finger, Gravedigger, Jake's Regret, Mr. Phibes,
Mutant, Mutt, Ratfarm, Ruster, Smokestack,

Sparker, Stain, Trashcan, Unforgiven, Vulgar, Your Mama,
Zero.

Dishing It Taking It
Fire 0 1
Maneuver 0 1
Override 0 -1
Trickbag 0 -1

Output 16
Cargo 0

Condition 1

Upkeep 6



The miser is a stripped down economy-
grade vessel designed for a new era of
scarcity. Looking like a leaner, less sturdy
runner, its cheap virtue lies in its thrift:
it costs less to run than any equiva-
lent vessel. It's favored by crews who'd
rather invest in their own personal
capabilities than in their ship. On-
lookers spotting a miser in their
viewscreens may assume that
it's staffed by cybes. Operating

a miser may suggest to others
that you're down on your luck
and recently lost a better ship.
To the truly cost-conscious,
these foolish prejudices mean
nothing.

The ship’s deck plan follows that of the runner, scaled slightly
down and made of cheaper materials.

Misers take their name from mythic, literary or historical
figures associated with wealth or hoarding, or from famous
economists: Astor, Barnes, Buffett, Carnegie, Croesus, Fagin,
Frick, Friedman, Gates, Greenspan, Jobs, Keynes, McDuck,
Medici, Mellon, Midas, Rockefeller, Rothschild, Vanderbilt,
Volcker, Winfrey.

Dishing It Taking It
Fire -1 0
Maneuver 0 0
Override 0 0
Trickbag -1 1

Output 6
Cargo 0
Condition 0
Upkeep 3

STARSNING
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In general, scratch-built ships com-

pare unfavorably to those constructed

following tried and true plans tested
and improved over decades of field-tes-
ting. They may, however, give you exactly
the configuration that suits your crew'’s
collective identity.

Standard ship designs may be too expen-
sive to create from scratch using this system. If you tried to
build a Mercedes with hand-tooled parts, it wouldn't be as
cheap or road-ready as one that just rolled off the dealer’s
lot.

To design a scratch-built ship, start with Os in each combat
spec and in Cargo and Condition. an Output of 8, and an
Upkeep of 7.

When building your ship, you must balance a budget, spen-
ding no more build points than you earn back with counter-
vailing disadvantages.

Combat Specs

To upgrade a combat spec by 1 point (increasing a Dishing
It value or decreasing a Taking It value) costs 3 build points.

Degrading a combat spec by 1 point (decreasing a Dishing It
value or increasing a Taking It value) earns you back 3 build
points.

At the end of the process, no combat spec can exceed 2 or
drop below -2.

The easiest way to design a new ship is to balance upgraded
combat specs with degraded ones, leaving all non-combat
specs unchanged.
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NOW you oot your ship

During the series, you only concern yourself with the upkeep cost of your ship. Either at the outset or in an early

episode, players should collectively decide how they came into the possession of such an expensive item. Pick one
of these suggestions or use them as inspiration for an idea that doesn’t appear here. Your answer must tell us why
you own something very valuable but now have to worry about going broke. (The word “you” can refer to the crew
as a whole, or to one of its members, depending on how your various backstories mesh together.)

> A wealthy benefactor or similar patron gave you the ship, knowing that you'd use it for good.

* You were groundbound law enforcers for hire, until you cracked a big case and got the ship as a reward.
> After a shared financial windfall, you got together and invested your last credits in this ship.

> One of you got the ship in a divorce or other settlement.

» The ship is a prototype from a new shipyard. Its designer has loaned it to you, partly as an advertisement for
it, partly to see it tested under difficult field conditions.

» The ship is the entirety of a crew member’s inheritance from an eccentric relative. The terms of his will
forbid its sale.

> When your passenger vessel was attacked by pirates, you defeated them and claimed their ship as your
reward.

» You came upon the ship, derelict in space. You found the owner dead on the bridge, and with him a suicide
note deeding the vessel to anyone returning his body to his distant birthplace.

> You pieced the ship together yourselves, salvaging the parts from the wreckage of a great battle.
»  You won the ship in a bet.

> You work for a political organization, like the Combinists or Bleedists, who own the ship. Your missions of
justice enhance their credibility.

»  You, ahem, liberated the ship as surplus in the last days of the war. Yeah, that’s the word. Liberated.

» A mysterious individual overheard you in a bar, daydreaming about owning your own ship and making
your way as Lasers. The next day, a deed to the ship appeared in your email. Eventually, he’s going to ask for
a big favor in return. In the meantime, you're following your dream.

> None of you remember how you got the ship—which suggests that it has something to do with the disap-
pearance of the Mohilar.

A GM might choose to start a series with a “premise pilot” episode in which the crew comes together, acquiring
its ship in the process. In this case, the players still get together and agree in advance on the plot explanation for
how they came to own the ship. The GM then takes that story element and weaves it into the crew’s introductory
mission. The most obvious choice is to make your ship a reward for completing your first contract.

)




Selecting an Output higher than 8 costs build points. Selec-
ting a lower Output earns you back points:

Output Build Point Cost
13 5
12 4
11 3
10 2
6 -2
5 -3
4 -4

Changing your Cargo spec either costs or earns points:

Cargo Build Point Cost
2 2
1 1
-1 -1
-2 -2
Condition

Increasing your ship's Condition (which makes it harder to
repair), earns you 2 build points for each point of Condition
added.

Changing your Upkeep either costs or earns build points:

Upkeep Build Point Cost
3 8
4 6
5 4
6 2
8 -2
10 -3
12 -4

STARSNING

You want to construct a ship that's heavy on offense, even
though doing so will give it a bit of a glass jaw. You decide to
give the ship values of 2 in all of its Dishing It specs, balan-
cing the cost by degrading all of your Taking It specs by 2.

Dishing It Taking It
(Maodifier (Maodifier
Applies On | Applies On
showdown showdown
Win) Loss)
Fire 2 2
Maneuver 2 2
Override 2 2
Trickbag 2 2

That's simple enough, but having a hard punch and a glass jaw
will require you to win your showdowns more often than not.
Adding Output will help you there. You spend 3 build points
for an Output of 11. Degrading your Condition seems too
risky: you'll be getting hit hard when you do get hit, and need
your repairs to tax the wrench’s spotlight time as little as pos-
sible. You pay for this by reducing your Cargo to -1, earning
back 1 build point, and increasing your Upkeep to 8, earning
you the remaining 2 you need. (You'd prefer to do it the other
way around, but the cost tables don't allow it.)

RENAIRG AN
UNORADES

Ships may be damaged in combat, through contact with
navigational hazards, or as the result of sabotage. To fix
them requires the hard work of your skilled wrench, plus
time and money. The same cash and effort might also be
employed in upgrades to improve your ship's performance.

Repairs

Ship's engineers notoriously claim to be able to work mi-
racles in the heat of battle, while demanding copious time
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and resources when fixing a system under less stressful cir-
cumstances. It's not that repairs become suddenly harder
when the fight stops. Instead, assume that any systems that
could be repaired in mid-fight happened to be the rela-
tively easy fixes. Those left over in the aftermath require
extensive, ground-up refits. Unrepaired damage tends to
come near the end of a fight, so it makes sense even in lite-
ral terms that the hits taken when the ship is already under
stress would be the most serious.

Restoring degraded specs requires a Systems Repair test.
The base Difficulty of 4 is modified by the following condi-
tions. Each point of degradation requires its own test to
reverse.

The longer you give your wrench to fix your system, the
greater his chance of success:

Total Repair Time Madifier

12 hours +7

1 day +5

3 days +3

1 week +1
2 weeks 0
3 weeks -1
4 weeks -2
6 weeks -3
8 weeks -4

Repair times must occur during a break in the action. Do
not allow the wrench player to be sidelined during an ac-
tive investigation to conduct ship repairs. Use Drives or plot
devices that require the wrench'’s active participation in the
case at hand. Story logic may allow you to cut to the end
of a short repair period in mid-case. The ship might be tra-
veling or the other characters equally engaged in activities
that can be quickly glossed over.

Cost is also factor in a successful repair job. More expensive
parts are easier to correctly install:

-
LY

Re%?g;fec:jg (in Modifier
1 +5
2 +4
3 +3
4 +2
5 0
6 -1
8 -2
10 -3

On a successful test, the spec improves by 1 point: increasing a
Dishing It spec or decreasing a Taking It spec. The ship's Condi-
tion drops by 1. (As you'll recall, a low Condition is favorable.)

On a failed test, the time and money is spent, and the spec
and Condition remain as they were before.

Restoring Disabled Systems

Restoration of disabled weapons and/or engines requires a
Systems Repair test with a base Difficulty of 4. As with any Sys-
tems Repair effort, the ship's present Condition is applied as a
penalty. The process costs nothing and takes six hours. It can’t
be made easier by spending additional money or time. It can
be made faster by increasing the margin for error:

ACCOUNTIND FOR SPACE REQAIRG

Worrying about details like this isn’t what Ashen Stars
is all about, but in case someone asks. . .

You are able to spend money on repairs in space be-
cause every ship is equipped with a store of valuable
parts and nanomaterials. These are so ubiquitous
that they can be traded like cash. According to the
well-established principles of interstellar accounting,
you don’t count the acquisition of repair materials as
expenditures until you use them. When you next hit
a spaceport, you then pay to replace them, but don't
mark it in your books until you use them up again,
and so on.

If you don’t have the bigcreds in your account when
you are dead in space, you may prefer to use long-
range communications to arrange a loan than to per-

manently degrade the Condition of your ship.




Rep";‘_'l';;',ge (in Modifier
1 +10
2 +7
3 +5
4 +2
5 +1

Upgrades

During the breaks between cases, you may wish to up-
grade your ship, either by investing in its core systems, or
by bolting on new sub-systems. The first type of upgrade
improves your specs, while the second gives your ship spe-
cial abilities.

Im proving Ship Specs

To improve your ship's specs, you must first repair any de-
gradation, restoring your ship's Condition to its base value.
You can then retrofit your vessel to add firepower, propul-
sion and maneuverability, invasive or defensive computer
programs, and additional battle arrays.

An improved Dishing It spec increases by 1, while an im-
proved Taking It spec drops by 1. No spec can be upgraded
past an absolute value of 5.

The base cost to upgrade a combat spec is 15 bigcreds.

A successful upgrade requires a Systems Design test. The
Difficulty of the test is increased by the ship's Condition,
and varies according to additional expenditure and time
invested.

Installi:s:k'sl']lme (in Modifier
3 +6
4 +4
5 +2
6 0
8 il
10 -2
12 -3
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Additional Expenditure .
(In Bigcr‘?ads] Modifier
3 -1
6 -2
9 -3

On a failed test, you lose the additional expenditure and your ins-
tallation time, but not the base cost of 15 bigcreds.

Each time you upgrade a combat spec, your ship's Upkeep in-
creases by 1.

Other Upgrades

A Condition upgrade decreases its value by 1. This process works
exactly like a combat upgrade, except that it does not increase
your Upkeep.

You may add 3 points to your Output rating. This process works
exactly like a combat upgrade, including the increase in Upkeep.

You can improve your Cargo rating by 1, to a maximum of 3
above your ship's starting Cargo. You automatically succeed on
an expenditure of 4 Systems Design points. The process costs 10
bigcreds and takes 6 weeks.

Bolt-Ons

A bolt-on is a sub-system granting you an additional benefit in
combat.

Installing a bolt-on costs you two weeks of downtime and re-
quires a Difficulty 6 toll test (p. 70). Unless otherwise noted, the
ability required to install the bolt-on is Systems Design. Costs of
bolt-ons vary by item. Some bolt-ons increase your ship’s Upkeep.

Bolt-ons may not be installed until after your first case.

Bolt-ons are fun for players, but too much work for most GMs to
track. Although in the world many ships are equipped with them,
in the story it's fine if they remain an edge for PC crews to exploit.

When you stop paying the Upkeep for a bolt-on, your ship's
Condition goes up by 1 unless you make a Difficulty 4 Systems
Repair test to take it offline. Bringing it back online later requires
a Difficulty 6 Systems Repair test.

A few bolt-ons modify the effects of other bolt-ons. There's no
point in installing the modifying device unless you already have
the core bolt-on.
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Asphyxiator
Cost: 5

Upkeep: 1

This modification to your attack arrays causes them to de-
grade a ship's life support systems on a solid hit. After you
win a Fire showdown and until the end of the combat, any
use of the Medic ability requires the character to uselessly
spend an additional Medic point each time the character
lends Medic points as part of a Medic Scramble.

Burner
Cost: 5

Upkeep: 1

This generator creates an heightened oxidation field, which
attaches itself to, and then penetrates, a target ship’s hull,
subtly corroding its metallic components. After you win a
Maneuver showdown and until the end of the combat, Diffi-
culties of Wrench Scrambles aboard the enemy ship increase
by 3.

%
TESTS OURIND downTime

Some tests take place during downtime, most notably
ship repair and upgrades, cyberware installation, and
viroware infusion.

Characters making these tests may spend points left
over from the just-concluded episode and/or from
their pools for the coming episode.

Genderjack, the cybe hailer of the Morricone, wants
to install a cyberware enhancement called an Autono-
mic Avenger. The ship’s medic, Zaan Bar, must per-
form the necessary surgery. Zaan’s player, Marcello,
has a Medic rating of 8. As of the end of the episode
“A Tumor On the Sun”, Zaan has 3 points left in
his Medic pool. The Difficulty of the task is 8. Zaan
doesn’t want to fail, and so spends 5 points. The first 3
points come from the leftover pool from the previous
episode. The remaining 2 are charged to the next epi-
sode, “The Teeth of Cronos.” Marcello will start that
episode with 6 points in his Medic pool.

\_ /

Datadrac
Cost: 6

Upkeep: 0

Using a powerful, customizable algorithm , this invasive
program quickly searches enemy databases. If your goal is
Datascrape, you gain an additional 2 skirmish points on your
first successful showdown.

Fairy Duster
Cost: 5

Upkeep: 1

This additional targeting program forces an enemy armor
array into overdrive by fooling its sensors into thinking it's
being attacked by nonexistent attack arrays. When you win
a Trickbag showdown, the enemy ship’s Output drops by 3.

Hailmary
Cost: 5

Upkeep: 0

This modification to your weapons system triggers a reaction
releasing a tachyon refraction cloud, releasing additional en-
ergy to the auxiliary collectors that draw energy from the
vacuum of space—both on your ship, and any other nearby
ships. Once per space combat, you may trigger your hail-
mary. Your Output pool refreshes. So does your enemy’s.

Hyperbaric Emitter
Cost: 7

Upkeep: 2

This modification to your life support system allows you to
pressurize its air in a cycling frequency allowing for easier
healing. Spend any number of Output points; for this num-
ber of showdowns, any 1 Medic point spent to heal a charac-
ter restores 3 Health.

The Hyperbaric Emitter can be used outside of space combat.
Spend 1 Output for each character regaining Health points.

Inertial Sequencers
Cost: 5

Upkeep: 1

This system of propulsion servos makes your maneuvers dif-
ficult to mirror, requiring your opposing helmer to devote
additional power input to the effort. When you win an Ma-
neuver showdown, the enemy ship’s Output drops by 3.
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Kinetic Exciter
Cost: 5

Upkeep: 1

This modification to your armor system catalyzes a pro-
ton excitation field over radius of several kilometers.
Once per space combat, you may activate your kinetic
exciter. Roll a die and add 1. For a number of showdowns
equal to the result, all of the Dishing It specs of your ship,
and your opponent’s, improve by 1.

Kinetic Trougher
Cost: 5

Upkeep: 5

Modifies: Kinetic Exciter

Modifies the effect of the Kinetic Exciter so that it only
improves the Dishing It specs of your own ship.

Scorpion Rider
Cost: 10

Upkeep: 3

This modification to your armor array causes a feedback
wave that crashes disruptive energy back upon an enemy
vessel when it hits you. When your ship is rocked you
may, at the cost of 7 Output and 5 Naval Tactics, rock
your enemy’s ship as well.

Peacefist
Cost: 7

Upkeep: 1

This attack array modification is specially tuned to target
the power conduits to the enemy’s weapon systems. If
your goal is Disable Weapons, you gain an additional 2
skirmish points on your first successful showdown.

Proton Dampener
Cost: 5

Upkeep: 1

This modification to your attack arrays stimulates a pro-
ton depression field over an area of several kilometers.
Once per space combat, you may activate your pro-
ton dampener. Roll a die and add 1. For a number of
showdowns equal to the result, all of the Taking It specs
of your ship, and your opponent’s, improve (decrease)
by 1.

Proton Pathwayer
Cost: 5

Upkeep: 5

Modifies: Proton Dampener

Modifies the effect of the Kinetic Exciter so that it only im-
proves the Taking It specs of your own ship.

Recursive Flagger
Cost: 5

Upkeep: 1

This invasive software program worms its way into an en-
emy ship's engines, imperceptibly draining power from its
back-up matrices. When you win an Override showdown,
the enemy ship’s Output drops by 3.

Sparkler
Cost: 7

Upkeep: 1

This frequency modulation sub-system overloads enemy
engine output on a successful hit, increasing the extent of
electrical fires onboard the target. Whenever you rock an
enemy ship, the difficulty of Athletics tests its crew mem-
bers must take to avoid harm increases by 3.

Synchron Charger
Cost: 5

Upkeep: 2

This modulating box attaches to your ship's internal wiring,
masking the identity of the ship's system you're powering
up. You may pay 5 Output to ignore egging it penalties on
your current attack.

Tractor Beam
Cost: 5

Upkeep: 0

This sub-system emits a targeted sub-gravity ray, which
locks onto objects in space and draws them toward you.
Tractor beams are useful in rescues, allowing the helmer
to snag stray shuttles and tumbling space-walkers. It may
prove useful in survey missions, for example, by permitting
you to capture asteroids, buoys, space junk, and other free-
floating items for close-up evaluation. In combat, a tractor
beam allows you to select the otherwise unavailable Cripple
for towing goal.
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Translight Spiker
Cost: 5

Upkeep: 1

This sub-array alters the wave frequency of sub-space back-
ground radiation, making it more difficult for ships to find
and enter translight corridors.

If you are engaged in a space combat against a ship on an
escape-track goal, a member of your crew may make a Naval
Tactics test against a Difficulty equal to the enemy ship's cur-
rent skirmish point total. On a success, the enemy'’s skirmish
point total is reduced by the margin.

The Translight Spiker may be activated only once per combat.

Translight Spikers are often found on Laser and patrol vessels
but are rare on ships outfitted for other purposes. It is a fine
candidate as to be the first bolt-on you install on your ship.
Without it, you may find that enemy ships escape you too
easily.

Whomper
Cost: 5

Upkeep: 1

This apparatus modifies your attack arrays to so that your at-
tacks emit an energy dampening field on impact. When you
win a Fire showdown, the enemy ship’s Output drops by 3.

Zoomer
Cost: 6

Upkeep: 1

This modification to your exterior propulsion system allows
you to capture and recycle dispersed energy from your en-
gine and that of nearby vessels. When you win a space com-
bat with an escape-track goal, your Output pool refreshes.

Cannibalizing Is Such an Ugly

The crew may be able to pick up uninstalled bolt-ons in the
course of play without paying cash for them. They may get
them as payment for a side deal, or as an inducement, bribe,
or reward. Shadily acquired ship's parts may lead to Reputa-
tion drops if discovered and made public.

Just as modern police officers don't take your car stereo when
they arrest you for murder, honest Lasers don't typically can-
nibalize enemy ships for parts. Those who do so risk smirching
their Reputation.

Removing a bolt-on from an abandoned or derelict vessel
rarely poses a threat to Reputation.

Some groups will be greedily enchanted by the idea of instal-
ling salvaged or confiscated parts in their ships. Throw them a
bone by making this possible and permissible every so often,
contriving plot circumstances as necessary.

As a general matter, it takes two weeks of downtime and a Dif-
ficulty 4 Systems Repair test to remove a bolt-on from another
ship. That ship's condition is added to the Difficulty. In the case
of an enemy ship defeated by the crew, this naturally includes
Condition increases from the damage they did to it.

Success means that the bolt-on can now be installed, as nor-
mal, in the Lasers’ ship. Failure means that the part is damaged
and can't be installed.



When you can't afford to pay the Upkeep for your ship:

= bolt-ons cease to function

= your Output rating drops by 4

= a paired set of Taking It/Dishing It specs, as chosen by
the GM, degrades. By default, this is the pair including
your best spec, if you have one.

Your Output rating drops by another 4, and you suffer degra-
dation of another Taking It/Dishing It pair, for each succes-
sive failure to pay Upkeep.

To get your ship back in shape after a failure to pay Upkeep,
you must:

= pay your next Upkeep in full

= pay your back Upkeep

= make a Systems Repair test against a Difficulty of 4 +
the number of failed Upkeep periods

When you do this, your bolt-on function returns, spec de-
gradation is reversed, and your Output rating increases by 4
times the number of skipped payments.

Downgrades

You can reduce your Upkeep by:

= removing a bolt-on with an Upkeep value greater
than 0. Your Upkeep drops by the bolt-on's Upkeep
value. The procedure takes two weeks. To complete it,
take a Difficulty 6 Systems Repair toll test.

= degrading a spec. Your Upkeep drops by 1. The
procedure takes two weeks and concludes with a
Difficulty 7 Systems Repair toll test.

STARSNING

NAVIOATIONAL NAZARDS

Ships may also suffer damage from encounters with naviga-
tional hazards, such as:

ion storms

mine fields

space junk

battle debris
asteroid belts
gravity wells
quantum breaches
nano-drone clouds
meson shrapnel
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Laser crews may have to pass through them:

to get to a destination in a timely manner
in pursuit of fleeing adversaries

to avoid pursuing adversaries

to rescue hobbled vessels inside the hazard
when fast-moving hazards overtake them
when new hazards manifest nearby

Yyvvyvyvyy

The GM gives a Difficulty rating to any hazard, reflecting
both the challenge of moving safely through it on propulsion
power, and the degree of danger it poses to shipping. The
base Difficulty of a navigational hazard is 4, which the GM is
free to adjust upwards.

The ship's pilot makes a Helm Control test against the Dif-
ficulty, on which she can also spend from the ship’s Output
pool.

On a success, where the margin is 3 or more, the ship es-
capes the hazard.

On a success, where the margin is 2 or less, the ship is rocked
but escapes the hazard.

On a failure, the ship is rocked and has not yet escaped the
hazard. The pilot must attempt another Helm Control test,
and keeps going until a success is scored. If the pilot runs out
of Helm Control and Output and can't get out of the hazard,
an unwelcome plot development gets the ship out of the
hazard and into some other, more interesting sort of trouble.

Each time the ship is rocked, the crew makes Difficulty 4 Ath-
letics checks; those failing take a die of damage. Also, the GM
rolls on the following table to see which spec is degraded
by 1:
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Die roll Spec

Fire (Dishing It)

Fire (Taking It)

Maneuver (Dishing It)

Maneuver (Taking It)
Trickbag (Dishing It)
Trickbag (Taking It)
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The ship’s wrench may then immediately make a Systems Re-
pair test, with a Difficulty equal to that of the hazard +4, on
which he may also spend from the ship’s Defenses or Output
pools. On a success, the degradation is reversed.

OROIT

Starships can't enter planetary atmospheres, unless you
count emergency crash-landings.

Shuttling Down

To go down to a planet to investigate the case of the day,
your crew will have to take a shuttle down to the surface.
Where possible, you'll land at a spaceport, where your shuttle
can be secured and serviced. When landing on an advanced
planet with an air traffic control system, you'll have to file a
flight plan, just like an ordinary aerial vehicle.

It is safer to leave your ship unattended in orbit than to staff
it with a skeleton crew.

Ships succeeding in stealing or destroying unattended ves-
sels are committing piracy. Many adversaries aren't ready to
descend that far into outlawry.

Attempting to board or tow an unattended but non-dere-
lict starship is extremely dangerous. Auto-destruct features,
standard on all starships, can be set to blow if any ship at-
tempts to board or tow. Although you may or may not use

this setting, the possibility that you have is enough to deter
most would-be marauders from stealing or breaking into
your ship while you're on the planet’s surface.

Your ship’s wrench is better than most, so the same can be
said of your auto-destruct system. A potential troublemaker
can tell this by conducting a simple scan of your ship. You,
on the other hand, might be able to defeat the auto-destruct
sub-systems of other vessels. You are, after all, among the
best in the Bleed. When you succeed with a cripple for boar-
ding or cripple for towing result, you can be assured that you
have in the process defeated any auto-destruct features that
might be activated. This isn't usually an issue anyway: only
suicidally fanatical enemies set auto-destruct while they're
on board.

Adversaries thinking of destroying your unattended ship
have their own worrisome calculations to make. You may well
have set your auto-destruct to shape-charge on hull failure.
This protocol causes your ship to explode as a ball of fast-
moving shrapnel. Any vessel in your class must fear severe
damage, and quite possibly its own destruction, from a sha-
ped destruct.

(Due to energy requirements, this bit of mutually assured
destruction is unavailable as a final “screw you"” during stan-
dard ship combat. You don't have to worry about manned
ships blowing you up when you destroy them.)

On a Difficulty 3 Communications Intercept test, your hailer
may spoof your ship's comm systems to make it falsely seem
that you've set some or all of these auto-destruct protocols.
This is as good a deterrent as actually setting them.

During your first session, extremely defensive groups may,
even after hearing this justification, be too chickenshit to
get out of their ships and behave in the active, courageous
manner the genre demands of them. This is where the GM
aggressively brings the Drives into play, as she would during
any other unseemly wobble into premise rejection.

In the end, Ashen Stars is about fun and interesting stories,
and having the crew lose its ship because they were doing
what was required to move the plot forward is none of those
things. Whether you leave it unattended or not, rest assured
that your GM won't break this convention of an entertaining
series by permanently hosing your ship away from you. You
might lose access to your ship for part of a scenario, but will
always find that the central mystery’s successful resolution
leads to its recovery.
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Laser crews rarely find themselves fighting ships significantly
larger than their own. The big ships of the Combine navy
rarely venture into the Bleed. Incursions of large alien vessels
haven't been reported since before the war. Even so, if any
Laser crews find themselves outmatched against surprisingly
superior vessels, it will undoubtedly be the player characters.
Here are a few notes on the larger vessels they might occa-
sionally encounter.

Specs for these vessels include Goal Modifiers. These add to
the number of skirmish points a smaller ship must add to its
skirmish total for the two tracks in order to overcome one of
these larger vessels.

Another large vessel spec is the Escape Difficulty. By making
a toll test against the specified Difficulty, the pilot of a small
vessel can, before an engagement begins, make a simple

escape from the large vessel without having to enter into
combat. Output points can be spent on this test. In the unli-
kely event that the pilot is unable to afford this, the small
vessel must enter combat as usual, accumulating the 6 skir-
mish points needed for a standard escape.

Small vessels can't successfully tow larger vessels. There's no
point in crippling one of them for towing, unless you have a
larger vessel waiting nearby to do the hauling job.

=

NRIVSELS

Bigger passenger vessels and freighters are ill-equip-
ped for battle. They defend themselves with small,
combat-ready escort vessels. These vessels are drawn
from the same basic ship list used by Lasers. Well-
funded shipping fleets retain their own escort squads.
Members of these squads are known as privsecs—
short for “private security.”

Your Laser crew might on occasion be contracted to
perform special escort duty. Fleet operators contract
out when their own escort squadrons are down for
repairs, or to reinforce themselves against expected
threats. Start-ups sometimes hire Lasers as a stopgap
measure while assembling up their own in-house de-
fense forces.

Laser and escort crews regard one another with a mix-
ture of rivalry and professional camaraderie. Former
Lasers often drift into escort work as a safer outlet
for their skill sets. Where Lasers look forward to elu-
sive big scores, private security crews settle for reliably
flowing, smaller paychecks. To protect their job se-
curity they must answer to corporate bosses. Lasers
mockingly refer to them as babysitters or Kevins. This
latter term derives from their standardized uniforms,
laced with hyperkev armor fibers. Their bulky uni-
forms symbolically convey corporate authority but
aren't of much use against weapons more sophistica-
ted than knives or antique ballistic weapons, which is
why Lasers don’t wear them.
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Freighter
Dishing It Taking It
Fire -1 -4
Maneuver 0 0
Override 0 0
Trickbag -1 1
Output 8
Crew Size 20
Goal Modifier (Escape) 10
Goal Modifier (Engage) 10
Escape Difficulty 3
Passenger Liner
Dishing It Taking It
Fire 2 -4
Maneuver -2 2
Override 2 -4
Trickbag 3 -3

Output 20

Crew Size 100

Passenger Capacity 300
Goal Modifier (Escape) 10
Goal Modifier (Engage) 30
Escape Difficulty 3

This is the standard large patrol cruiser of the Combine.
Before the war, these maintained order in the Bleed and
explored its mysteries. The high crew size reflects the large
number of specialists needed to troubleshoot a wide range
of galactic crises.

Dishing It Taking It
Fire 3 3
Maneuver 3 -3
Override 3 =
Trickbag 3 -3

Output 30
Crew Size 200

Goal Modifier (Escape) 15

Goal Modifier (Engage) 35
Escape Difficulty 6

Naval Dreadnought

These gigantic vessels were rare in the Combine fleet until
the Mobhilar War broke out. They strip out general problem-
solving capacity for sheer military force—hence the smaller
crew.

Dishing It Taking It
Fire 5 -5
Maneuver 2 -2
Override 5 -5
Trickbag 5 -5
Output 50

Crew Size 100

Goal Modifier (Escape) 20
Goal Modifier (Engage) 45
Escape Difficulty 4

Big Scary Alien Vessel

Apply these specs to the flagship vessel fielded by a terrifyin-
gly equipped, previously unknown alien threat.

Dishing It Taking It
Fire 5 -4
Maneuver 6 -6
Override 7 -10
Trickbag 7 -3
Output 30

Crew Size 100

Goal Modifier (Escape) 10
Goal Modifier (Engage) 45
Escape Difficulty 4



CIUTTLES

Ashen Stars lavishes attention on
ships, leaving shuttles as dully practi-
cal conveyances that mostly function
to get the crew from orbit to sur-
face and vice versa. It may be that
overwhelming demand will one
day force us to eventually release
a sourcebook of back-breaking
completeness entitled Shuttles!
Shuttles! Shuttles! Until then,
here are a few basics to get you by.

Shuttles are boxy, unglamorous vehicles into which a crew of
up to eight can uncomfortably squeeze. They're about as big
as today’s minivan. They can fly at sub-light speeds both in
space and in atmosphere. Layers of heat shielding cover their
hulls. The look of your shuttle probably matches you ship type:

Runner: squarish, functional

Hammer: squat, invariably
armed

Rampart: rectangular, heavily
shielded

Speeder: sleek, silvery

is better at running away. A balanced shuttle per-
forms acceptably but not spectacularly in both si-
tuations. Characterize your shuttle the first time
it gets into a pursuit or combat.

Pursuit and Combat

When attempting to chase and outrun another vessel,
your shuttle’s pilot enters into a contest against the pilot
of the enemy shuttle.

If the pursued vessel wins the contest, it escapes, leaving the
pursuer far behind.

If the pursuing vessel wins the contest, it forces the pursued
vessel from the sky to a rough or crash-landing. When the
pursuit occurs in space, the pursuer drives the pursued into
a trap of some kind—where possible, its mothership’s trac-
tor beam. The pursued shuttle can then be drawn into the
mothership’s shuttle bay. The occupants may then surrender
or resist and hope to escape. Other outcomes may be possible
given the narrative circumstances.

Either way, the winning pilot may specify that the loser’s
shuttle has, in the course of the pursuit, been damaged and
~ rendered inoperable until repaired. Repairing a damaged
shuttle takes a day’s time and a Systems Repair test against

a Difficulty of 4, or the winning pilot’s Helm Control pool
at the end of the contest, whichever is greater. Damage

&
Hauler: large, ungainly , ‘f,///%f{"‘ may occur on landing, via collision with obstacles, or
Porcupine: half-globular %

Mandible: beetle-like

Sherlock: rounded, dotted
with sensors

Alexandria: terraced side panels
Voodoo: modular, configurable
Junker: cobbled together

Miser: stripped-down

Laser crews mount guns on their shuttles, as do pirates and
others whose occupations lead them into unexpected violent
action. Most shuttles are unarmed. The typical shuttlegun is a
stubby laser cannon mounted above the shuttle’s cabin com-
partment. Occasionally you'll see a row of machine-guns or
other oddball weaponry.

You can decide that your shuttle is sharp, blunt, or balanced. A
sharp shuttle has an advantage when chasing. A blunt shuttle

from weapons fire.
Iy
2

When the Lasers damage an enemy shuttle, it
shouldn’t show up again as a spaceworthy vessel for
at least a day, if it reappears in the episode at all.

/3

If your shuttle is sharp, you impose a levy of 1 on the other
vessel when you pursue and take a levy of 1 when you are
pursued. If your shuttle is blunt, you take a levy of 1 when
pursued and impose a levy of 1 on the other vessel as pursuer.




Equip your characters with the gear and personal enhance-
ments described in this chapter.

Costs for Cybernetic Enhancements and Viroware are de-
scribed in their respective sections. The costs of other items
factor into the game as follows:

If a number appears as the Cost entry for an item, that is its
cost in bigcreds. It can be acquired either at the start of play
from your initial budget, or purchased during downtime or in
mid-episode for the specified amounts.

If a cost is given as standard, this equipment is basic to any
Laser crew. You already have this item on board your ship. If
desired, you have one per crew member, plus a few spares.
And you can trivially replace them if they're stolen, confiscat-
ed or damaged. The occasional episode might separate you

Duying OFF PREQERDONBSS

HIFFICULTIRG

The Preparedness Difficulty rule allows us to present
certain items that not all groups will automatically
own, without having to get into micro-cred ac-
counting for small-ticket purchases.

Even though Preparedness pool points are a renew-
able resource and bigcreds are not, some players suf-
fer a logic circuit fry-out when they discover that
the game doesn’t allow them to pay cash for certain
items. If this becomes an issue, allow them to buy
everything item in the book with a Preparedness dif-
ficulty for a total payout of 2 bigcreds. This is not a
good deal, but if it makes ‘em happy, it makes ‘em

happy.

from your gear, for example if you are captured or land on a
weird planet where electronic items don't work. Except when
confronted with these temporary plot devices, your access to
these items is always assured.

Where a Preparedness Difficulty is given for an item, a crew
member must make a successful test of Preparedness against
that Difficulty to have that item on hand. After a successful
test, that item is always in storage aboard your ship. You may
still have to test Preparedness to have it handy on the spur
of the moment while groundside. It's always available if you
actively specify that you're taking it with you before you leave
the ship, or if you go back to the ship to get it.

LOMMURTCATIONS

Lasers use comm devices to cut through these layers of misin-
formation to find the truth. They depend on them to maintain
the constant communication with teammates that is para-
mount to rapid and cost-efficient mission completion.

Disguiser

This class of devices exists to foil the efforts of other com-
munications tech. These are less essential pieces of gear for
Lasers as items you'll find in the hands of well-equipped ad-
versaries.

Personal Bluffer
Cost: Preparedness 6

This small chip, which can attached to a piece of jewelry or
another piece of technology, emits a beam that interferes with
video and audio recording devices. It reduces to a pixelated
mess the input of stationary cameras, headsets, and other sur-
veillance tech.



Transmit Modder
Cost: 2

This technology, found either as part of a ship's comms con-
sole or as a plug-in to a handheld device, allows the user to
break into a transmission and alter its content in real time. A
skilled operator is required to manipulate its dizzyingly com-
plex set of simulation algorithms to realistically compensate
for the actions of the subjects.

A PC using the device tests Communications Intercept against
a Difficulty ranging from 4-8, depending on the extent of the
modification required. Sample Difficulties are as follows:

4: changing a stray word in an audio-only transmission

5: altering a few words, and lip movements to match, in
audio-video output

5: extensively altering prerecorded audio-video

6: slightly altering key visual activities of beings and devices
already present in the source video

7: significantly altering key visual activities of beings and
devices already present in the source video; adding sta-
tionary visual elements not present in source

8: inserting a new visual-auditory element not present in
source, such as an entirely absent person, ship, person
or entity

9: inserting many such elements not present in source
transmission, such as a large group of people or a for-
mation of ships

On a failed test, glitches in the alteration are evident even to
an untrained viewer.

When gathering clues, PCs can detect false material in mod-
ded transmissions with the Imaging ability. Where the con-
sequences of spotting modded elements in a transmission
are more like a Sense Trouble situation than an information-
gathering one, the character might instead make a Difficulty
4 Communications Intercept test. For example, a third party
might disguise the communications of a heavily armed vessel
in order to provoke you to fire on them.

Headsets

Cost: standard

Headsets allow up to a dozen people to exchange video and
audio transmissions in real time. A curved holoscreen hovers
at eye level, permitting you to see what the tiny cameras on
your teammates’ headsets are seeing. A micro-thin wire trans-
mits audio. Ultra-sensitive microphones pick up your lowest

Tech

INTERSTELLAR COMMUNICATIONS

Before the war, Combine residents took reliable, all-
but-instantaneous interstellar communications for
granted. A network of communications beacons relays
routed compressed audio-visual signals through trans-
light corridors.

The Mohilar and their durugh allies heavily targeted
the relay network early in the conflict. Rebuilding ef-
forts have been patchy. In the Bleed, less than 15% of
the beacons have been replaced or restored to full func-
tionality. In Combine space, the network has reached

a capacity of 45%.

Even when a viable network of beacons connects two
interstellar destinations, transmission reliability re-
mains dodgy. Meson shrapnel in the warp corridors
distorts, delays or entirely disrupts signals between bea-
cons.

The practical result of this is that your hailer will some-
times be able to establish a two-way signal to another
solar system in the Bleed, and sometimes not. Under
extremely favorable conditions it may even be possible
to connect to the core Combine worlds.

Whatever the distances, it is easier to pick up a one-way
transmission than to maintain two-way communica-
tions.

When communication with another world adds in-
terest to the story, for example by adding a satisfying
degree of challenge to the central mystery, your hailer
succeeds in making the connection, without having to
make a test.

When it would detract from the story, for example by
making the central mystery too easy to solve or allow-
ing the Lasers to seek outside aid when they should be
succeeding on their own, no connection is possible.

Where the GM can see potentially entertaining story
options emerging from either possibility, establishing
an interstellar comms connection requires a Difficulty
4 Communications Intercept test.

RN, -




CYOERNRTIC ENNANCAMENTS

sotto voce utterance while intelligently filtering disruptive
background noise. You manipulate its controls and settings
with nearly imperceptible head motions. With a flick of your
neck, you fire up or close the screen. You can zoom in or out
and, through a connection to your ship's computer, conduct
analysis of what you see with the Imaging ability.

Models of headset preferred by Lasers incorporate tethers;
see below.

Expect to be relieved of your headsets, or subjected to jam-
ming technologies, when entering sensitive areas. Privacy
regulations in certain jurisdictions may also preclude their use.

The spatial anomaly known as the ashen stars effect has been
known to interfere with communications frequencies, includ-
ing headset transmissions. In other words, certain fun myster-
ies don't work when characters remain in constant contact.
GMs are within their rights to contrive to restrict the use of
headsets when needed. They should do this sparingly: the
contrivance starts to glare if used too often.

Translators

Widespread use of translation devices renders differences of
language mostly invisible throughout the Bleed.

Rosetta Chip

Cost: standard

Like anyone who moves between worlds and cultures, you
have a tiny earpiece surgically implanted in your ear. It trans-
lates alien languages so automatically that its users tend to
forget it's even in place. Translation algorithms have their
quirks. Certain races seem to speak with distinct accents, for
example. Aside from that, you'd never know there was another
language in the galaxy other than Comblish. Or Rrk-Rrk, or
whatever your mother tongue might happen to be.

Unireader
Cost: standard

Though often found as a standalone device looking like a
high-tech set of spectacles, your unireader is probably a plug-
in that interfaces with your headset. It allows you to decode
any documented written script. Through its lenses or holo-
graphic screen display, the words appear to you in Comblish.
You can always switch to a natural view if for some reason you
need to examine the actual letter or glyph forms.

CUDERMETIC ENNANCEMENTS

Until the war, cultural predisposition rather than technical
limitations prevented overt cybernetic add-ons to the hu-
manoid form from becoming prevalent throughout Com-
bine space. Only when rendered desperate by the Mohilar
war did interstellar society ease its long-held prejudice
against extensive technological body modification. Al-
though some planets remain staunchly anti-bodmod,
surgically installed devices now grow increasingly ubiqg-
uitous. Acceptance for them is higher in the Bleed than in
any other Combine sector.

When you purchase a new cyberware kit during play, an-
other PC must oversee a successful round of surgery. This
takes place during downtime. The Difficulty of the other
PCs’ Medic test is 4, or your total current number of cyber
enhancements, whichever is greater. On an unsuccess-
ful attempt, you must wait until the next downtime for
another try. You do not lose the Initial Install Cost. You
are not required to pay Upkeep until you have undergone
successful surgery.

To maintain the use of cybernetic enhancements once
installed, you must undergo periodic drug treatments.

r )
comuLish

The language your characters speak by default is
Comblish, an evolution of Earth’s English language,
augmented by an extensive raid on the vocabularies of
the balla and tavak. The clicking, tonal language of the
Kch-thk has had little influence on it. Durugh words
have begun to creep in now that they’ve switched al-
legiances and joined the Combine. The Vas Mal are
new to ordinary speech and have adopted Comblish
wholesale. Kch-thk and durugh characters may still be
speaking their native tongues, though no one notices,
thanks to universal translation.

The original draft of this game was entirely in Comb-
lish, but no one could read it. We translated it back
into a 21st century English vernacular, leaving in the
occasional slang term for flavor.




Though referred to as drugs, these ingested substances,
called stimmers, are actually viro-active. They regenerate
damaged tissues and restore nerve endings connecting
your brain to the wiring of your installed tech. If you fail
to pay your upkeep for an enhancement, it stops work-
ing. Also, your Health pool drops by 1 at the beginning
of each case, and every successful attack against you gets
a +1 damage bonus. These penalties are not cumulative;
they remain the same no matter how many of your cyber-
netic components have gone offline.

Aidkitter

Install Cost: 2
Upkeep Cost: 1

At will, you can open an artificial orifice in either the left
or right side of your neck (as chosen by you at the time of
installation). The orifice exposes a pseudo-cartilaginous
tube constructed from vat-grown bio-fibers, which you
can withdraw and inject into the bloodstream of another
sentient humanoid. The recipient must be willing and re-
laxed, or restrained or unconscious.

You may transfer any number of points from your Health
pool into the recipient’s.

Amper
Install Cost: 1

Upkeep Cost: 1

Microcapsules implanted in your brain’s synaptic cleft
collect spare molecules of dopamine and naturally occur-
ring amphetamines for concentrated release at will. You
undergo a temporary boost of energy and concentration
now, paying for it with a crash later.

Once per episode, you may activate your Amper, adding
a number of points chosen by you to any combination of
your investigative or general pools. Choose the destina-
tion pools at the time of activation. You may only add to
pools you have ratings in. You may not increase a pool
above its rating.

Sometime during the subsequent interval, at an appro-
priately dramatic moment chosen by the GM, you pay the
piper, losing a number of Health points. Roll a die. On an
even result, you lose 4 Health. On an odd result, you lose
Health equal to the number of points you refreshed when
using the Amper.

At the GM'’s discretion, you can't activate your Amper
when the group is within an half hour or so of wrapping
up the episode. If you need an explanation for this, the
exciting events so far have left no extra dopamine for the
Amper's microcapsules to collect.

Autonomic Avenger
Install Cost: 2

Upkeep Cost: 1

When you fail a Consciousness roll during a Scuffling con-
test, an array of automatic systems kick in, allowing you
to deal one or more devastating blows to your opponent
even after you've passed out. A sophisticated computer
targeting system takes over from your perceptual appa-
ratus to direct your blows. A flood of biocellular energy
floods your muscles, giving them the artificial strength
needed to pour kinetic energy into the strike.

Start by rolling a die. On a result of 5 or less, you lash out
at your opponent once. On a 6, you lash out twice, the
second attempt immediately following the other.

Your Scuffling pool increases by 6. You must spend all of
these points on the one or two Scuffling attempts permit-
ted you by the Autonomic Avenger. When you're allowed
two attempts, you can split the points up any way you
like.

The Damage Modifier of these attacks increases by 2.
These add to any other Modifiers you may have, from
weapons or other sources.

These attempts occur right away, never mind your place
in the initiative rank. Once you've made them, you slump
to the ground and are then subject to the usual penalties
of being hurt, seriously wounded, or dead.

When your first blow seriously wounds an opponent or
causes it to lose consciousness, the targeting algorithms
prevent you from delivering a second blow. If you are
still owed a second blow and another enemy combatant
stands within 2m of you, you lurch over to make it the
target of this additional attack attempt.

If you don't make a second blow, and you allocated both
points from your standard Scuffling pool and the addi-
tional points from the Avenger, the Avenger points are
spent first, possibly leaving you some of your original
points.
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Bad Liver

Install Cost: 1

Upkeep Cost: 0

A fleet of nanotech helpers lodged in your liver and stomach
protect you from all ingested toxins and pathogens. You are
immune to food poisoning and can gargle arsenic solution
with impunity. When consuming alcohol or other intoxicants
that enter the bloodstream through your digestive system,
you can elect to block their entry into your system. Once you
choose to become intoxicated, the bad liver can't reverse the
effect.

Berserker
Install Cost: 3

Upkeep Cost: 1

Nanofibers threaded throughout your nervous system con-

vert pain into muscle energy. Whenever you lose 4 or more
points from your Health pool in a single blow, your Scuffling
pool gains an equivalent number of points.

When you are hurt for the first time during a fight, you gain
an additional 4 Scuffling points, and a +1 bonus to your Scuf-
fling damage.

When you are injured for the first time during a fight, you may
ignore all of the effects of being hurt or injured for the dura-
tion of the combat. You gain an additional 4 Scuffling points
and another +1damage bonus, which combines with the pre-
vious one.

If you fall below -12 Health during a fight, you remain in the
action for one more round before dropping dead. For this
round you gain 8 Scuffling and +2 damage bonus, which
combines with any previous bonus. Then you die.

Biofueler
Install Cost: 4

Upkeep Cost: 1

Through an interface coil attached to your intestinal tract, you
can transfer energy produced by your body through phos-
phorylation into the ship's power grid. Through a process
called hyper-cubing, the input received by the ship is many
times greater than the output from your cells.

For each Health point you spend, the ship’s Output pool in-
creases by 1. For every 2 Athletics points you spend, the ship’s
Output pool increases by 1.

In spending from your Health pool, you may decrease it below
0, becoming hurt, injured or dead. That last choice allows for
heroic (and permanent) self-sacrifice in times of extreme need.

Breadbox
Install Cost: 1

Upkeep Cost: 0

You have a secret compartment in your abdomen. At will,
you can retract the wall of flesh, exposing the ceramic-alloy
compartment door. Its capacity is 4 cm x 12 cm x 12 cm. The
compartment door locks securely; once activated, it can only
be opened on a mental command by you. However, if you're
held captive, someone determined to get at its contents can
always have the whole thing surgically removed and then
blasted open.




Dataloader
Install Cost: 3

Upkeep Cost: 0

An interface jack implanted your thumb allows you to
temporarily download massive quantities of data onto mi-
croscopic storage chips implanted in your cerebellum.

While aboard your ship, you can spend any number of its
Output points. These become a free-floating pool of points
you can use to make spends from any of your Academic
abilities. This pool empties at the end of the episode.

Dopamine Redirector
Install Cost: 2

Upkeep Cost: 1

This kit consists of a neural port in your neck that con-
nects a special neurotransmitter cable to your disruption
pistol. Whenever you successfully hit an opponent while
firing your weapon in non-lethal mode, the neurochemical
rewards your brain gives you for the successful action are
converted into enhanced pre-frontal cortex function.

Once per episode, you may add a number of points equal
to the damage done by your hit against a single opponent
to the pools of any one academic or technical investiga-
tive ability, or to your Enhancement Integration ability.

Because you only get a dopamine reward from emotion-
ally fraught situations, you can only use the dopamine
redirector effect after hitting a legitimate opponent who
means to knock you out or kill you in combat. You can
never prime it by firing at your colleagues or innocent by-
standers.

Episealant
Install Cost: 1+ x, an additional number of bigcreds se-
lected by you at time of installation.

Upkeep Cost: 2

Microscopic chips dotted throughout your skin and wired
into your nervous system detect the presence of radiation,
extreme temperatures, nerve gases, and an array of imme-
diately apparent skin-contact toxins. When they register
a positive reading—or on a mental command from you—
they cause a series of implants stationed throughout your
body to release a sealing film. In a matter of instants, the
film covers your entire body, including its orifices. The film,

which even covers the surface of your eyes, is transparent.
It acts as a temporary substitute for a space or hazmat
suit.

It protects you from temperatures as low as the ambient
temperature of space, -270°C. Its cold-sensing function
causes it to activate when it detects a temperature as low
as -9°C, the threshold for frostbite.

(If your GM prefers her space opera unrealistic but true
to genre, the body immediately starts to freeze when ex-
posed to the vacuum of space. If she goes for the realistic
option, cold protection doesn't factor into space exposure
but remains plenty useful in various other tough environ-
ments. See “Vacuum,” p. 81.)

When exposed to the vacuum of space, you lose only 1
point from your Health pool, if you are able to activate
your episealant immediately.

Episealant protects you from ambient temperatures high
enough to give you heatstroke, but does not protect you
from open flames, proximity to volcanoes, or falling into
a sun.

The episealant film lasts for 10x minutes.

If you are still in contact with the hazard when the film
dissolves, you then start to suffer whatever ill effects it
causes.

Without an internal rebreather, with which it is designed to
perfectly interface, you'll suffocate (p. 81).

Frequency Transducer
Install Cost: 1

Upkeep Cost: 1

This circular polyplastic device, with a 1cm diameter, is in-
stalled over your left ventricle (or in the case of kch-thk,
along the dorsal ventricle near the junction between tho-
rax and abdomen).

When you are struck by disruption fire from a weapon set
on lethal mode, you instead react as if struck by a weapon
set on non-lethal mode.

The transducer is always active by default. You can toggle
it on or off by spending 2 Health points.
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Handgun

Install Cost: 4
Upkeep Cost: 1

Your right or left hand (your choice) has been removed and
replaced with a highly realistic prosthetic. With a flex of your
forearm muscle, you can command it to reconfigure itself into
a disruption pistol. Your hand passes as normal flesh under
ordinary visual inspection but will be revealed as a disguised
gun to scanning devices.

If you fire your disruption pistol immediately after revealing it,
you get a +2 bonus on that Shooting test.

Your handgun may be enhanced to add a pherotracker (below)
and/or any number of disruption accessories (p. 144).

When you fail to pay your handgun'’s upkeep, you may still use
the prosthetic hand as you would a natural one but can no
longer transform it into a gun.

Headdisk

Install Cost: 2
Upkeep Cost: 1

A storage drive implanted on your brain connects to your aural
and visual sensory apparatuses. At will, you can switch it to re-
cord mode, making an audio or visual record of all you see and
hear. A small port concealed at the base of your neck allows
you to beam the recorded content as a file to any computer,
including your ship’s system.

Privacy regulations in most jurisdictions require you to notify
subjects when you're recording them. These rules are regu-
larly flouted but may trip you up when vidfiles you submit as
evidence are rejected as inadmissible. Using headdisk output
to release embarrassing footage of those you encounter may
harm your Reputation.

Headlight

Install Cost: 1
Upkeep Cost: 1

You have a meglight (p.144) installed in your forehead. A flap
of realistic synthetic skin covers a housing compartment in-
stalled in the front of your skull. On a mental command, the
skin withdraws and the light, secured behind a layer of trans-
parent poly-reinforced plastic, comes into view. You can modu-
late the intensity and scope of the light beam, as you would
with a non-cybernetic meglight.

Honeybee
Initial Therapy Cost: 3

Upkeep Cost: 2

The honeybee implant is a fibroid mass of artificial cartilaginous
tissue installed in the junction connecting the anterior and pos-
terior sections of your frontal lobe. (Although seemingly bio-
logical, this still follows the rules of cyberware.) In response to a
conscious visualization, it floods your brain cells with recursively
structured sugar molecules. This allows your synapses to fire at
an increased rate, at the cost of a crash later on.

Once per episode, you may activate your honeybee, choosing
either the academic or technical category of investigative abili-
ties. Until the end of the interval, you gain a boost on all abilities
in your chosen category. When the interval concludes, you then
are unable to make investigative spends of any kind for one
interval.

Use of the honeybee in the final interval of an episode does
not cost you your investigative spends at the start of the sub-
sequent episode.

Interface Transducer
Install Cost: 1

Upkeep Cost: 2

A network of nanoscopic wires installed beneath your scalp
emits low-frequency interference preventing the use of other
cybernetic enhancements within 20m of you, including your
own other enhancements.

Cybe characters may ignore this effect by winning a showdown
test against you. They pit their Enhancement Integration ability
against yours (if you are also a Cybe) or (if not) against a die roll
on which you can spend any number of Interpersonal investi-
gative points, as you would normally spend general points in
a test.

Activate the transducer by spending points from any investiga-
tive ability or abilities. The effect lasts for a number of minutes
equal to the number of points spent.

Internal Headset
Install Cost: 2

Upkeep Cost: 1

You have a headset (p. 125) installed in your skull. The chief
advantage of this is that it can never be taken away from you.
Sophisticated captors may deactivate it with the use of a snower
(p. 135).




Internal Rebreather
Install Cost: 1 + x, an additional number of bigcreds selected
by you

Upkeep Cost: 1

Thanks to nanite scrubbers implanted the walls of your lungs,
your body can produce its own oxygen. When activated, you
can operate in environments with little or no oxygen as if you
were wearing a breathing apparatus. You can use it underwater
and in space (although you'll still need an environment suit to
protect you from the extreme cold, radiation and like hazards).
By shutting down your normal breathing, you ignore airborne
toxins and pathogens.

You can turn on your internal rebreather to block the effects of
intoxicating or mood-altering substances that enter the blood-
stream through the lungs.

After 10x minutes of continuous use, the scrubbers run out of
internal energy and start to break down the surrounding cells to
keep themselves going. For each additional minute of use, you
lose 1 point from your Health pool.

Mesodermal Jumper
Install Cost: 3

Upkeep Cost: 1

Pseudo-cartilagenous fibers released from your pectoral mus-
cles attach on biomorphic pads to the pectorals of a willing re-
cipient.

Once per interval, you can transfer any number of pool points
from your Athletics, Scuffling, and/or Shooting to one of the
following recipient pools: Athletics, Scuffling, or Shooting. The
donating pool need not correspond to the receiving pool.
You can transfer from Shooting to Shooting, or to Athletics to
Shooting, and so on,.

Motobooster
Install Cost: 3

Upkeep Cost: 1

Your leg bones have been reinforced with titanium, your leg
muscles with carbon fiber. A motor installed over your pelvis
powers these enhanced limbs, increasing your running speed.

When fleeing or pursuing on foot, your Difficulty decreases by
28

In a Scuffling contest, your damage modifier when kicking is 0
(better than the usual -1).

Neurojolter
Install Cost: 3

Upkeep Cost: 1

Nanoscopic wires inside your fingertips transmit electro-
chemical energy from your own nervous system into the
brain of a willing recipient. To use the neurojolter, you
must be able to touch the bare temples of the recipient
with your bare fingers.

Once per interval, you can transfer any number of pool
points from your Battle Console, Communications Inter-
cept, Medic, Naval Tactics, Public Relations, Sense Trou-
ble, Shooting, Systems Design, Systems Repair and/or Viro
Manipulation pools to one of the recipient’s pools. The
recipient ability must appear on the above list. The recipi-
ent must have at least 1 point in the chosen pool before
you begin.

As you conduct the transfer, make a Difficulty 4 Medic test.
The transfer still works if you fail, but the recipient suffers
an intense and lingering migraine that subtracts 3 points
from her Health pool.

Nightvision
Install Cost: 1

Upkeep Cost: 1

Ocular implants allow you to see in the dark as through a
nightvision scope.

Ocular Input Analyzer
Install Cost: 4

Upkeep Cost: 1

A processor chip and nanite motherboard attached to
your brain's optic tract superimposes a computerized
readout over everything you see. You can turn this on and
off at will.

When it is on, you can perform Bio Signature and Energy
Signature readings without a scanner.

The OIA also includes a targeting overlay. When engaged
when using the Shooting ability, the Hit Thresholds of
your targets decrease by 1 (for your attacks only).
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Pherotracker
Install Cost: 2

Upkeep Cost: 1

The cybernetic portion of a pherotracker consists of an input
port installed in your neck. This allows you to connect your
brain to your disruption pistol via a neurosynthetic cable. When
you strike a target with a non-lethal disruption blast, his ge-
netic information is fed back to you through the beam. You can
then, for the remainder of the episode, gauge your approximate
proximity to the subject. When you are within 500m of the sub-
ject, you can pinpoint his position. If the distance between you
exceeds 500m, you can tell whether any movement takes you
closer toward him or further away. A tingling sensation in your
backbrain intensifies when you close the distance, sort of like a
cybernetic version of hotter-colder-hotter-colder.

The Pherotracker is a hybrid enhancement, meaning that it has
both a cybernetic and a viroware component. It is vulnerable to
effects that target both cybernetic and viroware enhancements.

Phosphorolytic Battery

Install Cost: 4
Upkeep Cost: 0

Through a high density power cable connecting your heart to
a ship's engines, you can absorb energy from its systems and
convert it into muscle power.

You may transfer points from your ship’s Output pool to your
Athletics, Health, and/or Scuffling pools.

Your cable interface is tuned only to your ship, preventing you
from absorbing power from other ships or energy-producing
devices.

Popclaws

Install Cost: 4

Upkeep Cost: 1

You've implanted retractable three-inch carbon-fiber claws in
the finger tips of your right or left hand. The choice typically

corresponds to your handedness.

When you pop your claws out, your damage when Scuffling
increases by 2.

Popclaws freak people out. When you use them or are
thought to have used them in a questionable killing, the
Difficulty of the Public Relations test to preserve your crew’s
Reputation increases by 2. The cost of any interpersonal
spends you make with your claws popped increases by 1.

If you fail to pay the upkeep, the claws retract and can't be
popped.

You can't install popclaws in a handgun implant (above).
If you want both, have the popclaws installed in one hand
and the handgun on the other wrist.

Schrodinger Lobe

Install Cost: 3
Upkeep Cost: 1

This vas mal-designed crystal is installed in the cerebellum.
By means they are presently unable to articulate to outsid-
ers, it allows you to unconsciously manipulate the probable
outcomes of your actions.

After any successful test of Athletics, Battle Console, Filch,
Helm Control, Infiltration, Phase, Scuffling, Shooting, or
Shuttle Craft, you may spend 1 Health to increase your
margin by 2.

X-Gravs
Install Cost: 3

Upkeep Cost: 1

Tiny pads installed on the soles of your feet allow you to
generate a temporary anti-gravity field, allowing you to lev-
itate for brief distances. They last long enough to make an
unassisted vertical climb of 10m. If you're leaping a fence
or other obstacle, your x-gravs get you 5m up and 5m back
down again. They take one minute to recharge after use,
forcing you to make moves in excess of 10m in a series of
hops.

Once per episode, you may use your x-gravs at no cost.
Subsequent uses in the same episode cost you 2 Athletics
apiece.

X-gravs are as close as the 25th century comes to a safe,
reliable jetpack.




MEDICAL AN
FORENSIC OEAR

Many components of the 25th century first aid kit are sur-
prisingly unchanged from its 21st century counterpart. Along
with the bandages, pain relievers and medications that have
been part of the medic's equipment for centuries, you'll find
the following high-tech remedies.

Bioprocess Suspender
Cost: standard

A shot of this viral serum, administered with an osmotic
puncher (below) arrests the condition of a dead body, pre-
venting it from undergoing further decomposition. It works
on biological persons or on animals. Any insects, parasites,
microbes or other biological scavengers feeding on the
corpse are killed and also preserved in their current condi-
tion as of the administration of the bioprocess suspender.

Espresser
Cost: standard

This chrome-encased device, vaguely resembling the top
half of a 21st century stapler, delivers a tiny electric jolt when
applied to the skin of any humanoid organism. (It works on
many animals, too.) The jolt stimulates the patient’s nerv-
ous system, causing an immediate awakening from sleep or
unconsciousness caused by non-lethal disruption damage.
If the recipient is out as the result of a failed Unconscious-
ness roll caused by non-lethal disruption damage, she wakes
up with 1 point in her Health pool. For up to half an hour
afterwards, the subject feels highly stimulated, as if under
the effect of four or five espresso shots—hence the
name. The espresser exerts no effect
on subjects who are already
conscious when the jolt is
applied.

Osmotic Puncher
Cost: standard

This device looks like a pen attached to a serum bottle. This
futuristic equivalent of a hypodermic needle sends vaccines
and serums, including viral treatments, directly into the
bloodstream without breaking the skin. The puncher is most
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often placed on the patient's upper arm. Any thick muscle
will do.

The osmotic puncher leaves a tiny depression which can be
detected on a Forensic Anthropology examination. On a liv-
ing subject, the site remains visible for about twenty-four
hours. If the individual dies during this period, the puncher
depression remains visible until tissue putrefaction sets in (at
about the four-day mark). If the body is preserved the mark
remains visible indefinitely.

NROTELCTIVE OEAR

Whenever disruptive or dangerous technologies arrive on
the scene, defensive measures are soon to follow. These de-
vices either protect you from the gear described elsewhere
in this chapter, or against the long-known hazards of space
travel.

Deflector
Cost: 1

A device the size of a ping-pong ball emits a field of inertia-
dampening energy. Gyroscopic sensors shut it on and off
throughout any hand-to-hand fight. When you attack, the
inertia effect cuts out. When you're hit, it switches on, de-
flecting some of the blow'’s force.

Your Hit Threshold increases by 1.

Foiler
Cost: standard

A foiler is a small translucent strip
installed on the roof of your mouth. It
renders you immune to the effects of electro-muscu-
lar disruption weapons, such as the 21st century taser. Foilers
are more than just standard effectuator equipment. They're
ubiquitous throughout the Bleed, and have been ever since
the Combine first encountered the durugh. The foiler thwarts
a then-common Durugh weapon. Kids get their first foilers as
a part of regular dental treatment.
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Holomask
Cost: 4

The holomask is a lightweight mesh of artificial fibers worn
over one’s clothes. When activated, it produces an obscuring
hologram that follows your movements, effectively altering
your appearance. It can make you look like any humanoid,
even changing your apparent height and weight. The holo-
gram is entirely immaterial and illusionary, and does not con-
vey any of the physical advantages (or drawbacks) of your
change in form.

Your assumed form appears credibly real from a distance. Up
close, any trained eye can spot the telltale glitches and defects
in a holomask display.

If you have the Imaging ability, you can spot a holomask at
a distance of 4m or less. On a 1-point spend, you can spot
them within 10m; on a 2-point spend, at any visual distance.
The spends are not required, regardless of distance, when the
presence of a holomasked individual constitutes a core clue.
Holo Imaging can also identify a holomask captured by a vis-
ual recording medium.

Sense Trouble may also reveal the presence of a holomask,
especially when it has no bearing on the mission’s central mys-
tery.

Holomasks are used more to conceal than to disguise. You
may be able to see that the kch-thk you seem to be negotiat-
ing with is a projected image, but you can't tell who's really un-
derneath. Criminals and terrorists often wear them to conceal
their identities while performing operations. Think of them as
the equivalent of the rubber masks favored by 21st century
bank robbers.

A disruption accessory, the revealer (p. 144), pierces the de-
vice's holographic veil.

Pheroalarm
Cost: Preparedness 4

This device emits an visual and/or auditory alarm when a vi-
roware user emits an enhanced pheromone within 50m. It can
be configured to sit in a standalone device about the size of a
salt-shaker, or set into a jewelry piece, most often a ring or ear-
ring. Lasers often clip badge-like pherolarms to their uniforms.
The alarm may sound directly or give off a flashing light, or
feed an otherwise inaudible signal to the user’s headset. Alarm
output can be streamed to any number of linked headsets.

A user in physical contact with the pheroalarm can then use
Energy Signatures to pinpoint the individual emitting the
pheromone. This might be free, if it advances the central
mystery, or require a spend, if it's part of a personal arc or
other sub-plot.

Pheroblocker
Cost: 2

This device performs as a pheroalarm and matches its phys-
ical characteristics. It also emits a harmonizing brainwave
pattern granting all humanoids within 50m immunity to the
effects of pheromone-based viroware effects. Supporting
characters activate pheroblockers as the plot requires. PCs
spend 1 Energy Signatures point to keep the canceling ef-
fect active for one interval.

Pherodetector
Cost: Preparedness 4

This device looks like a hypodermic needle and syringe
with attached electronic readout. It is used to draw and test
blood samples for signs of pheromone influence. When
used by someone with the Forensic Anthropology ability,
it reveals whether the subject has been exposed to viro-
ware-enhanced pheromones during the last 24 hours. If the
subject succumbed to influences he might otherwise have
resisted, the readout may reveal that as well—possibly pin-
pointing the time of exposure, give or take thirty minutes.

In most jurisdictions pherodetector readouts can be used
as mitigating evidence for defendants who have committed
crimes after exposure to pheromone-activating viroware
enhancements.

Popper
Cost: standard (your first 3 poppers); 1 for each subsequent
set of 3

This consumable device channels sudden bursts of energy
into a micro-generated quantum flux dimension. Most of-
ten worn on an armband, it looks like a futuristic version of
a blue bicycle light encased in a shiny chrome housing.

When you are struck by NLD energy, the device neutralizes
its effects. Your Hit Threshold remains as is; you are consid-
ered not to have been hit by NLD fire.



Poppers burn out after a single use. A burned-out pop-
per can't be repaired, only replaced.

Poppers can't be turned off.

You can effectively wear up to three poppers. Only one
popper activates per NLD hit.

If you have more than three on you when you are hit by
NLD fire, all of your poppers burn out at once, and the
NLD effects are not neutralized.

The high price tag for poppers means that most of the
supporting characters you encounter will not be wearing
them.

Snower

Cost: Preparedness 5 (shackle version Preparedness 7)

This small device, when attached to a piece of communi-
cations equipment, prevents it from broadcasting. Cyber-
netically implanted comm devices are deactivated with
a snower unit built into a shackle or damage-resistant
armband.

Spacesuit
Cost: standard

Environmental suits to protect humanoids from space’s
cold vacuum are little changed from those developed
by each culture during its initial jaunt to the stars. 25th
century synthetic materials make them lighter and more
durable than the original designs, but the basics are still
in place: helmet, padded body suit, and breather system.
Attachments and modifications make them suitable ei-
ther for spacewalks, or for groundbound activities on
planets without atmospheres, or whose air is too toxic to
safely breathe. Your ship’s lockers contain plenty of each.

Most activities with a physical component become harder
when wearing a spacesuit. Add 2 to the Difficulty of most
Athletics, Battle Console, Communications Intercept,
Ground Craft, Helm Control, Scuffling, Shooting, Shuttle
Craft, or Systems Repair tests. Add 4 to most Filch, Infil-
tration, Medic or Viro Manipulation tests.
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Meglight

Cost: standard

A meglight is a 25th century flashlight. The light is housed in
a chrome cylinder, typically 14 cm long, with a 6 cm radius. A
dial-less touch surface allows the user to adjust the beam’s
scope and intensity. Pattern detecting sensors analyze move-
ments in the beam. When a living creature (or something that
moves like one) appears in the beam, the meglight alters its
intensity to prevent eye damage. Otherwise, it is capable of
emitting a light beam bright enough to be seen from orbit.
On the other end of the intensity scale, it can fill a room with
diffuse, barely perceptible light. You can also adjust the color
of the light: it can be white, contain any of the hues of the
visible spectrum, or emit either ultra-violet or infra-red.

Meglight Whacker

Cost: standard

This is a meglight mounted in a baton. Its beam is as fully
manipulable as the standard meglight, with the touch con-
trols located in the handle of the baton. Like an ordinary ba-
ton, its damage modifier is -1.

Surveillance Equipment

Lasers make extensive use of surveillance equipment but
must balance their utility against the possibility that priva-
cy violations will render their evidence inadmissible. Cases
botched in this manner may lead to fee deductions, or dam-
age to Reputations.

Snails
Cost: standard

Snails are holographic recording devices, housed in poly-
plastic casings that often resemble spiral shells. They record
audio and video data. For holographic reproduction, you
need to place at least three snails at specific angles in the
location you're placing under surveillance. Blind spots where
the snails fail to triangulate may leave empty or distorted
spaces in your later holographic recreation. The more snails
you place, the more accurate and highly resolved the holo-
graphic image—and the great the chance of their discovery.
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In addition to the standard shell-shaped device, you can ac-
quire snails disguised to look like everyday objects. These
require Preparedness tests. Base Difficulty is 4, for common
items such as writing implements, picture frames, and desk
ornaments. Exotic shapes call for higher Difficulties. If an
item has another use besides housing a snail, its Prepared-
ness Difficulty is that of the standard item, plus at least an-
other 4 for the snail component.

Alternately, you can test Preparedness to have the standard
item on hand, then have a character test Systems Design
against a Difficulty of 4 to install a snail into it. The installing
character must also have the Holo Surveillance ability.

Holo Layout

Cost: standard

A holo layout is the playback mechanism for any holographic
recording, or holo. It consists of a console mechanism, about
the size of an early 21st century netbook, which includes
the stored media and a wireless broadcaster. Three or more
chrome pole-like structures are arranged in a large empty
space. Many Laser crews use their cargo bays for this pur-
pose. To stage a full-scale recreation of the recorded events,
you need as much floorspace as the original scene. Alter-
nately, you can downscale the holo playback so that minia-
ture versions of the participants appear on a shrunken stag-
ing area. (This is sometimes useful even when you do have
the space, for example when plotting spatial relationships
between participants.) You can also create an enlarged ver-
sion, though this is less useful. You can zoom in on areas of
the recording as you replay them to pick out details.

Court buildings and other facilities making regular use of
holo layouts reserve empty, gridded rooms for holo play-
back. Instead of using projection pylons, they embed the
holo emitters in their walls.

Tethers

Cost: standard

Your main tool as you unravel the mysteries of the Bleed is
your tether, a virtual handheld device consisting of an inter-
active holographic display. Lasers fully integrate their tethers
with their headsets. Others carry palm-sized hyperpolymer
cubes with a lens on one end and a web of nanofiber cir-
cuitry inside. Emitting devices might also appear in the form
of belt buckles, headbands, or heavy bracelets.

W/

The tether display is a curved screen floating in empty air.
You can shrink, enlarge or reshape the screen as you require.
Think of it as a non-physical computer screen operated by
gesture. Your tether allows you to take energy readings and
perform an array of scientific tests on the spot. Any technical
ability is in some way enabled by it. Deprived of your tether,
you may have trouble performing analysis on site.

The tether is the omnipresent device of 25th century tech-
nology. Nearly everyone in the Bleed carries one. Not using
a tether marks you as a radical, a technophobe, a lunatic, a
non-Combine alien, an outcast, or some combination there-
of.
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MORES AND LEQALITIES OF
NNEROMONE MANIQULATION

Viroware enhancements that use pheromone emissions
to influence subjects’ behavior were illegal throughout
Combine space until recently. For centuries they were
known as a Durugh invention, often used against Com-
bine officers. They were legalized by the Combine as
part of the deal that formalized the Durugh defection to
its side during the Mohilar war. Entrenched prejudices
against the use of pheromone effects die hard. Hard-
core Combinists, regarding them as inherently coercive,
hope for a reinstatement of the ban. Racial tensions play
into attitudes toward them. The durugh are blamed for
destabilizing Combine values by insisting on their le-
galization. Negative stereotypes about durugh portray
them as sneaky manipulators who can only get their
way underhandedly, by chemically altering the people
they deal with. Within durugh culture, their use is as-
sociated with reactionary, pro-Imperial elements. Many
progressive durugh refuse to use them, and are as radi-
cal in their condemnation of the enhancements as any-
one. Meanwhile, they have been enthusiastically taken
up by cybes and humans. Cybes find it philosophically
attractive to reduce all interactions to an interplay of
chemicals. Humans adapt to their use as they adapt to
everything—hungrily. Pheroware use, as it is sometimes
called, is now endemic in the Bleed.

Pheromone influence doesn't create new motivations
but does override self-control. People who commit
crimes while under the influence of pheroware may
claim it as a mitigating factor. Successful defenses may
acquit them entirely or reduce their sentences. To com-
plicate matters, suspects have been known to arrange for
virowared accomplices to dose them with pheromones
before going off to perform already-planned criminal
acts. If they get caught, they plead not guilty by reason
of neurochemical influence.

Closing cases with the aid of pheroware may impair
your Reputation. Even if seen as acceptable for civilian
use, most Bleeders regard its use by Lasers as unfairly
coercive or flat-out skeevy.
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VIRODWARE

Genetic alterations induced by engineered viruses are
known as viroware. Users pay an initial fee for the viral
therapy that alters their DNA in the first place. An ongo-
ing upkeep cost pays for the drugs needed to prevent the
patient’s base cellular encoding from overwriting the ge-
netic changes. Failure to take the maintenance drugs not
only removes the special abilities granted by the viroware,
but triggers an emotionally destabilizing withdrawal pro-
cess. For the next four intervals after first failing to pay
Upkeep on a viroware alteration, the subject pays an extra
point for any investigative spend, and faces a Difficulty
modifier of +1 on any general ability uses. The genetic
alterations are not expunged from your cellular structure.
Instead, they lay dormant, waiting to be reawakened by a
later resumption of the upkeep drug. In other words, you
get the ability back when you start paying the Upkeep
again.

When you purchase a new viroware kit during play, an-
other PC must oversee a successful round of genetic ther-
apy. This takes place during downtime. The Difficulty of
the other PCs' Viro Manipulation test is 4, or your total
current number of Viroware enhancements, whichever is
greater. On an unsuccessful attempt, you must wait until
the next downtime for another try. You do not lose the
Initial Therapy Cost. You are not required to pay Upkeep
until you have undergone successful therapy.

The descriptions in this section assume a mammalian
subject. Although viroware enhancements still work on
kch-thk, the exact biological process may be different for
arthropods.

Aggravator
Initial Therapy Cost: 2

Upkeep: 1

On cue, you emit pheromones stimulating another hu-
manoid being’s aggression responses. The subject must
be within 4m of you when you first initiate the effect. If
the subject sometimes responds violently when angered,
the effect provokes the subject to attempt a physical at-
tack on you. If you are not available to safely attack, the
subject attacks someone else he associates with you. Oth-
erwise, he releases his aggression by lashing out at an
object, preferably something spectacularly breakable.
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Subjects who confine themselves to verbal aggression
visibly lose their tempers, treating you and any other on-
lookers to an unseemly display of spluttering invective.

You may use the aggravator once per episode.

Depending on the creature, this pheromone enhance-
ment may also work on animals. The Zoology ability tells
you whether a given beast will respond to it.

Brainwave Recycler
Initial Therapy Cost: 1

Upkeep: 1

Each time a PC other than yourself makes a spend from an
academic or technical ability within 50m of you, you gain
1 point to apply to any pool. The effect may be activated
once per episode and lasts until the end of the current
interval.

Chameleon
Initial Therapy Cost: 2

Upkeep: 1

Once per episode, you may activate the ability to change
your skin coloration to match your surroundings. The
effect lasts until the end of the current interval, or until
you choose to drop it, whichever comes first. Your col-
oration may change any number of times as you move
through different surroundings. When activated, you gain
6 points, which you may apply to your Infiltration and/
or Surveillance pools in any combination. Unspent points
leave your pools when the chameleon effect ebbs.

Dominator
Initial Therapy Cost: 2

Upkeep: 1

You emit pheromones provoking the instinct of intelligent
beings to obey high-status individuals in a social hierar-
chy. When an interaction with a supporting character has
turned against you, spend 4 points from your Bureaucra-
cy, Cop Talk, Downside, Interrogation, and/or Intimidation
pools. The GM then plays the character, subtly or overtly,
as if you have gained the upper hand. The subject must
be within 4m of you when you first initiate the effect.

Heighten PreFrontal Cortex
Initial Therapy Cost: 1

Upkeep: 1

When cooperating, you can donate points from any of the
following general abilities to another PC without losing
an additional point from that pool: Helm Control, Medic,
Naval Tactics, Sense Trouble, Battle Console, Systems De-
sign, Systems Repair, Viro Manipulation.

Keratinized Epidermis
Initial Therapy Cost: 2

Upkeep: 1

Once per episode, you can harden your skin into a thick,
resistant hide. The first instance of Scuffling damage you
take after activation is ignored. For the remainder of the
interval, all Scuffling damage is reduced by 2.

Once activated, the effect lasts until the end of the cur-
rent interval.

Latency Suppression
Initial Therapy Cost: 1

Upkeep: 1

When anyone within 50m attempts to activate the effect
of a viroware alteration, you sense it within microseconds
and may opt to emit a canceling brainwave pattern that
stops the effect from manifesting. If you ch