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Welcome to MSPE: the Combined Edition

 remember working on this book back in 1982-
83. It was right after the huge success of the first 

Indiana Jones movie, and we were all excited about 
the idea of having RPG adventures in a Pulp adven-
ture or Spy setting. (At the time it was a brand new 
concept!) Michael Stackpole was a huge fan of that 
genre, and he spent an enormous amount of time 
developing Flying Buffalo’s next RPG, which ended 
up being called Mercenaries, Spies & Private Eyes.  

I designed the MSPE logos (which were inspired by 
the Raiders of the Lost Ark film) and was assigned the 
task of drawing the guns and any additional illustra-
tions (illos) needed to fill in the gaps in the layout that 
Kucharski’s art didn’t. I also did some of the paste-up 
along with Niki Canotas. Liz Danforth was the art di-
rector and editor. When it came out, we were all very 
proud and felt like we had reached a new pinnacle 
of quality in gaming design and graphics with MSPE. 

Eventually, there were two different editions of 
Mercenaries Spies & Private Eyes. The first edition 
was published in 1983 by Blade (then a division of 
Flying Buffalo.) The second edition was published by 
Sleuth Publications in 1986.

removed that from their edition and inserted other 
information. There were also a few places where 
illos from the first edition were replaced with more 
appropriate illustrations to better match the text. 

The Sleuth edition had a section on aging rules, 
pre-rolled characters (illustrated by Liz Danforth), a 
special MSPE Character folder, and some character 
portraits you can cut out and use on the character 
folder. (These did not appear in the Blade edition.) 

At first, I was in a quandary over which edition to 
scan. In the end, we decided that you fans would 
most enjoy having ALL those things in one book, so 
we added it all in and then I renumbered the pages.

I also fixed some typos and errors that fans had 
found over the years. (No guarantee I got them all!) 
Added an illo or two in blank places where there 
were no illos, and we added new short pieces about 
using MSPE in sci-fi or pulp settings, to expand upon 
playing in that genre. And of course the new articles 
and expansion rules from Mike Stackpole himself.

We want to extend a special thanks to you fans out 
there who helped make the Kickstarter for this reprint 
such a great success. Your support and suggestions 
have made this book far better than we had thought 
possible - so thanks from all of us!

So you are now holding in your hands not just a 
reprint, but a 3rd edition of MSPE. We call it the 
Combined Edition. And we hope you’ll enjoy this 
new, enhanced version of our classic RPG.

I

One of Michael Kucharski’s illos that was used in 
the Blade Edition, but not in the Sleuth edition.

Over the years MSPE grew a steady following of T&T 
and Pulp fiction fans who appreciated what MSPE 
was. They played and adapted it to suit their own  
gaming needs - which is exactly how Mercenaries, 
Spies & Private Eyes was meant to be. The release of 
Deluxe Tunnels & Trolls in 2015 brought more inter-
est and demand for MSPE, so we have put together 
this reprinting of the classic RPG. 

As I started compiling this 2019 reprinting of MSPE, 
I soon discovered that there were things in the 
Blade version that aren’t in the Sleuth version and 
visa versa. (You can easily tell which book is which, 
by the cover; the Blade version has a beautiful full-
color painting on it, while the Sleuth edition has just 
a black and white cover.

But inside are other differences: For example: The 
Blade edition had a section called Tunnels & Thomp-
sons, which helps explain how to use MSPE with 
T&T. Since Sleuth Publications didn’t sell T&T, they u

   by Steve Crompton, MSPE Reprint Editor/Art Director
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Pulp 
Adventures: 
The Two-Fisted Hero 

& the Strange Menace

ditors Note: Since MSPE was released, players have 
expanded the use of our RPG to include Steampunk, 

Science-Fiction and other genres. This combined edition 
of the rules is not meant to cover all the unusual circum-
stances of those genres. However, Some long-time MSPE 
GMs have sent us some advice and information on how 
to run some other genres. We hope these additions will 
help those of you who plan to run such adventures.

Running Pulp adventures

   Yet another adventure genre is the pulp style game, 
modeled on the popular fiction of the 1920’s-1940’s pulp 
magazines, full of bold, two-fisted heroes like Doc Savage 
and the Shadow, and made popular for modern audienc-
es with films like Indiana Jones series and The Rocketeer.
   The goal of a pulp game is to keep the action level 
high while still providing immersion into a time period 
when exotic locales around the globe were just opening 
themselves up to being explored, and if the discovery of 
Tutankhamen’s tomb was any indication, these faraway 
places held almost inconceivable wonders, and possible 
dangers as well (like ancient curses). The possibility of 
magic and the supernatural still held some sway on the 
mind of many in the 1930’s despite scientific advances.
    But the decade was unique in other ways, Fascism 
was on the rise around the globe, not just in Germany, 
and World War 1 had proven to everyone in the civilized 
world that science could be used to create terrible hor-
rors, and ghastly weapons in addition to sparing humanity 
from the horrors of disease.
     The pulp magazines took the zeitgeist of the time and 
turned it up to eleven. Whether transcribing the exploits 
of brave sailors encountering islands of bloodthirsty Ama-
zons, or crime fighters trying to stop some mad scientist 
who wants to control the world pulp fiction focused on 
bold, bigger than life characters who lived in a mysteri-
ous and dangerous world, that was both gritty and wildly 
speculative at the same time.
    These are the kind of elements a GM will want to bring 
into a pulp style game.   Creating pulp adventures is prob-
ably a bit more difficult than a straight-up mercenary style 
game, because plots can be a bit more involved, but a 
pulp game will require less intrigue than a spy or mystery 

game. Pulp fiction tended to move the action forward at a 
fairly breakneck pace, and while there is plenty of room in 
a pulp game for roleplaying, action will inevitably be what 
drives the plot forward; car chases, gun battles, kidnapped 
dames, insane cults, death rays, and living mummies.
  As with games with spy-type plots, the adversary or vil-
lain personality will take a central role in a pulp game.   
The main villain may take center stage early on, or may 
take several game sessions to finally be revealed as the 
mastermind behind earlier adventures, but should always 
prove elusive and difficult to capture or kill, an equal to 
the characters in every way.
   What pulp villains do not need necessarily, is complex 
motivations or backstories, (though it would be perfectly 
acceptable to have such a thing, so long as discovering 
these motivations continues to move the action forward).  
  Pulp villains were often utterly and completely evil, 
simply for the sake of being evil. Many of them are mad 
scientific geniuses, and they are occasionally known to 
make alliances with aliens from Mars or Venus, in order 
to command even greater technological power.  Heroes 
may have to fight their way through these aliens, or even 
gigantic robots to bring the villain to justice. 
    In addition to bigger than life villains, pulp heroes will 
inevitably run afoul of terrible and insidious cults. Domes-
tic cults operating inside the U.S. are often affiliated with 
the growing Nazi menace, and will be seeking to assas-
sinate honest politicians who pose a threat to the Reich, 
or kidnap scientists to help them build or detonate the 
ultimate weapon. Cults in more exotic locales are likely 
to be encountered by characters exploring the exotic and 
“savage” locales that plane travel and colonialism have 
opened up to Western exploration (and exploitation) for 
the first time, at least on a large scale level.
    Such foreign cults might worship anything from fierce 
ancient gods, to sorcerers, to serpents, but they will 
always be fanatical in pursuit of their religious and po-
litical goals. They will generally have a recognizable look 
about them, an identifying tattoo, or ceremonial robes. 
Once the PC’s have discovered the cult and established 
themselves as a threat to it, the cult will be relentless in 
its attempts to prevent further interference.  Many of the 
cults in pulp fiction were foreign fanatics of strange, vile, 
religions, playing to the xenophobia of the times, but 
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domestic cults were also a constant threat and many of 
these have sympathies with the growing Nazi menace.
    The Third Reich had a particular fascination with the 
occult as well, and the fascist cult groups operating within 
the borders of the United States are often, like the vil-
lain personalities that frequently sit at the helm of these 
organizations, seeking scientific as well as magical power.   
The villains and the cults both tend to walk a fine line 
between genius and pathological insanity. There plans 
are big, and they will stop at nothing to execute them.  
They will eliminate anyone who gets in their way.  That’s 
where the heroes come in.
    You may also wish to create a government agency, (the 
good guys) to help counter the strange menaces that are 
sprouting up, similar to a law enforcement agency, but 
even more secretive. The purpose of this agency would 
be to deal with strange or unusual threats to the United 
States, or to the Earth itself. This agency will specialize in 
stopping the myriad of mad scientists, cryptids, and even 
aliens that could plague the heroes of a pulp campaign.  
Such an agency would likely have a strange name, like 
Dept.X-13, and might well be a trusted ally of the player 
characters, possibly even sponsoring missions.
    In a pulp game, money will not be as big an issue 
as it is in other MSPE game genres. Pulp heroes tended 
to be independently wealthy. On a practical level, this 
enabled them to adventure freely, travelling the world to 
the exotic locations that frequently feature in pulp tales. 
This is not an indicator that the GM should let the players 
have limitless resources in any given situation, so much 
as to say the characters in this style game will worry less 
about money than most of us ever will.
  One of the most dramatic ways that pulp style games 
will be different from those in the spy, mystery or modern 
mercenary genre is the prominence of the supernatural. 
Vampires and werewolves are as present in the pulp 
genre as they are in the horror genre, and the only thing 
that would separate a pulp game from a horror game in 
many cases is that the characters in a horror game seldom 
ever win. Building a sense of dread is central to a horror 
game, but a pulp will take that same fearsome monster 
and punch it in the nose.
   Monsters like werewolves and vampires and mummies 
will have some degree of intelligence and might make 
for a good long term adversary, these villains should be 
rolled up as personalities. Other types of monsters, like 
cryptids and strange animals mutated by magic or scien-
tific means, are better treated with a single score, similar 
to the Monster Rating stat in tunnels and trolls. Pulp 
characters often find themselves in the midst of dense 
unexplored jungle, so rampaging elephants or gorillas, 
should also be given just a single stat. Jungles and caves 
full of treasure are also likely to be the dwelling place of 
huge spiders, winged scorpions or serpents with strange, 
hypnotic powers.    
   Another similarity with the fantasy genre is magic. Magic 
doesn’t exist in pulp adventure the same way it does in 
fantasy though. There are no (or very few) actual wizards 
in the pulp world, and probably no schools of wizardry, 
not in the sense that such would exist in a fantasy setting 
anyway. Magic in a pulp game will not come from a set of 
spells. More likely it is sourced by same ancient mysteri-

ous artifact, like the Spear of Destiny, or the Holy Grail, or 
the Ark of the Covenant. Certain adversaries might have 
powers akin to spells found in Tunnels and Trolls. (giv-
ing someone like Fu-Manchu the power to cast a “Take 
That You Fiend” T&T spell for instance). In such cases 
you could add a wizardry stat to the villain personality’s 
stat block. But perhaps it is better to come up with an 
adversary’s magical abilities on your own, and have them 
operate whenever you feel like they should operate. The 
villain might be able to control a swarm of bat-scorpions 
for instance, or he may be able to raise the dead from 
their graves. (ala “Dem Bones” T&T spell).
   Magic should be present in the pulp world, but hidden.   
The common westerner is not likely to believe it exists, 
but when adventuring in more “primitive” and “savage” 
locales, it is likely that most of the locals will believe in 
it, and with good reason. Strange things happen on the 
peripheries of human experience.
    Finally, pulp heroes from Doc Savage, to the Shadow 
were generally a cut above the common lot of men. They 
occasionally evidenced almost superhuman abilities, 
though these tended to be “street level” enhancements. 
These heroes were not super-powered, and would likely 
not be a match for any of the members of the Justice 
Society. To give a slight boost to character stats during 
the initial roll up phase, I personally allow 4d6 to be rolled 
during generation. The lowest die number is dropped, 
but if three dice come up with the same number, you can 
discard the 4th die, and add and roll again. This gives pulp 
heroes a bit more punch, and possibly a few more points 
to put into skills straight out of the gate.
   Another option we used was to modify damage caused 
by missiles and guns depending on where the hit loca-
tion chart says the character was struck. So, for example, 
getting struck in the heart or the head would receive 
full damage from the bullet, but being stuck in the hand 
or shoulder reduces that damage by ¼. Damage from 
firearms will still be deadly, and characters will still be 
sweating when the bullets start flying, but they have a 
little more of a chance to make off with nothing but a 
flesh wound. We also decided that Luck points could be 
spend by a character to “heal damage”, (the Bible was in 
your pocket!) or perhaps used to get a second chance 
at rolling on the hit table. Pulp characters won’t have 
access to Kevlar armor of helmets, so  if you are running 
an episodic game, this would be one way of alleviating 
that disadvantage in a world that has the Thompson sub-
machine gun.
  As with other genres, the GM will still create maps and 
keys for the locations the characters will be seeing ac-
tion in. A GM may end up designing locations that are 
not that far off from fantasy dungeons, whether that is 
the tomb of a mummy in Egypt, or the location of King 
Solomon’s Mines in darkest Africa. Such places are likely 
filled with traps, and perhaps even strange forgotten life 
forms (perhaps even from outer space). 
   Pulp adventures are a lot of fun, and MSPE is a great 
engine for running them. The characters are larger than 
life with big personalities and because of the fantasy and 
science fiction elements, the sky is the limit on what the 
GM can create for players to interact with.
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Science Fiction
Environments

om Rafalski has created a series of sci-fi adventures 
that use with MSPE and he has sent in some notes on 

how to handle some common sci-fi situations. While not 
official, we hope this will help those of you who plan to 
run such adventures.

Non-Terrestrial Environments

Jumping
MSPE lacks jumping rules, but STR gives a very good 
baseline.
Horizontal Vertical = STR in inches
Running Horizontal Jump = STR in feet
Horizontal Standing = STR / 2 in feet
Environmental suits decrease these to ½ for a hazmat-like 
suit to ¼ for a full space suit.

Higher Gravity
Add Environmental Survival: High G
Increase the SR of appropriate tasks by 1 per G past 1.
G forces past 6 automatically knock out a character as 
long as they persist. Pressurized flight suit in a flight chair/
rig increases to 10G, but characters can only operate 
controls.

Each G double weight (it is a unit of force.) Each G halves 
jumping distance, throw/projectile distances, and most 
movement. Lasers are not affected.

Every hour/G spent active in an environment past 1G 
requires a CON + High G Survival vs  SR G-1. Failing 
means the character reduces all Attributes but LK by 
G. Recovery time per point = 15 minutes x G and the 
character must completely rest.

If CON is reduced to less than 0, the character is uncon-
scious and starts recovering. Extended exposure to G 17+ 
is lethal.

Lower Gravity
Add Environmental Survival: Low G (Gravity).
Low G is considerably more fun than high G but can be 
tricky.

Increase the SR by 3 of any appropriate action requiring 
DEX in environments below 0.5G.
Movement rates increase by 1 SPD and jumping distances 
triple per 0.1 drop from 1G.
Only bother converting base weights by multiplying the 
G when you need. You still can’t rip open a steel door 
with your bare hands.

Micro/Zero Gravity
Add Environmental Survival: 0 G. 
A character can train to a maximum of 2 without actually 
being in 0 G.
Effective movement rate is now acceleration rate.

Increase the SR of any appropriate STR or DEX by 4 unless:
 • Characters with Underwater or Underwater 
    Combat suffer +3 SR
 • Characters with Environmental Survival: 0 G at 
     Level 1-3 suffer  +1 SR
 • Characters with Environmental Survival: 0 G at Level 
    4+ suffer no penalty

Atmosphere 
A character can hold his breath for up to CON + Un-
derwater/ Special Interest: Escape Artist / Special Interest: 
Yoga turns. 
In a non-breathable atmosphere, the character looses 1 
point of CON per turn in LETHAL damage. This doesn’t 
include any damage from toxins.

Very Low or No Atmospheric Pressure
Vacuum is a great insulator; the current best guess is it 
would take 24+ hours to freeze in space.

The immediate problem is that the blood in the capillaries 
in your lungs would boil and explode.

Characters have CON + Underwater / Special Interest: Escape 
Artist / Special Interest: Yoga turns to get somewhere safe.

Those in sunlight at Earth Distance take 1d6 of CON heat/
radiation damage per turn unless in a reflective outfit.

T
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Psychic Skills
Who Gets Them and How: Drugs, genetic engineering or 
natural mutations, cybernetic implants, or alien species 
can negate the need to roll for Psychic Skills. Drugs may 
provide temporary abilities or may permanently alter 
brain structure and chemistry.

Stronger Telekinesis
Telekinesis (TK) is often much stronger than written in 
core MSPE.
Regular Sci-Fi:  One pound per point of TK skill x STR
Powerful:  Ten pounds per point of TK skill x STR
Laser Sword Monks: 10 ^ TK skill pounds x STR

Telepathic Control
Only NPCs can be targeted. Players always choose what 
their characters do. It is one of the most inherent rights 
of a player.
It’s just Psychic Skill: Telepathy. This contest takes 10 
minutes in game or even better yet, roleplay it inside the 
mind of the target.
 IQ + CHR + Telepathy + Confidence or Seduction 
or Leadership or Elocution + Psychiatrist + 2d6 DARO 
 versus
 IQ + CHR + Diplomacy + Confidence + Leader-
ship + Acting + 11

Cyberkinesis
This is the ability to control electronics and computers 
using Psychic Powers. Distance is Telepathy.
 IQ + Cyberkinesis Skill +2d6 DARO 
Sample SRs
• SR 0 – Flip a switch or relay
• SR 1  Simple electronic device (digital watch)
• SR 2   Open computer
• SR 3   Locked computer
• SR 4   Encrypted system or running in a foreign language
• SR 5+  System specifically shielded against Cyberkinesis

Pyro/Cryokinesis
Altering thermal energy using psychic powers.
Use the TK rules, but 1 Strength point for 10 degree 
shift of 1 kg of material. Proportional shift for increase or 
decrease in material (0.5 kg = 20 degrees).
To up the power, make the base shift 100 degrees instead. 
 

Humanoid Aliens
“Alien Cultures” are often extreme individual examples 
extrapolated to an entire species or even just a non-
western human culture past or present. Examples are 
most “aliens” in Star Trek, Star Wars, and Babylon Five.
Most playable aliens and ongoing NPC Aliens are of this 
category. 
Use a Species Modifier on one to three attributes after 
regular rolls (For example, The Crytunians are from a 
heavy G planet, so their ST is + 8, their CON is +6, and 
their DEX is -2). 

Non-Humanoid Aliens
War of the Worlds, Solaris, 2001, Arrival, and Contact are 
examples of characters with non-human frames of refer-
ence and/or thought process. Anything goes.
For game purposes, use these as the basis of exploration 
scenarios or non-playable recurring characters.

Aliens Somewhere In-Between
Some really great characters are a mesh of both. Much 
of their behavior make sense to humans, however, their 
actual thought processes, motivations and some behav-
iors are very, very different.  Examples are Alien Nation 
and District 9.
For PC or NPC game stats just use Species Modifiers and 
roleplay the rest.

Technologies
Baseline 1980 as TL 0 and present-day 2018 as 1. 0.5 is 
an intermediate.

Computer  Skills
Split out Computer (IQ 10) in any tech level over 0:
• Computer Use (Everyone by default) – Using computers
• Computer Hacking, Scripted (IQ 11) – Scripted 
   techniques and code to a non-military/banking-grade  
    system. Cleanly hacking a system is Advanced.
• Computer Programming (IQ 11) – Non-AI program 
    ming using standard techniques and libraries. 
• Computer Programming and Hacking, Advanced 
    (IQ 16) – New logic/algorithms, AI/polymorphic 
   coding, novel hacking methods, hacking a bank/military 
   system, hacking without leaving a trail

Sci-Fi Enhancements

0.5   Cell Phones, 
        Internet
1      Smart Phones, 
        Streaming

2      100MB+
    
3       

4

5

6

Expert Systems

Experimental

Human-Memory

Superhuman

Incomprehensible 

The Tech Table, (2019 in Bold)

TL      Comm           A.I.  Interfaces         Storage   Weapons Armor         Travel         Power

Wireless

Implants

LCD

Stereo VR

Interface

Freestanding 3D

GByte

TByte

TByte+

PByte

Exabyte

Zettabyte

Yottabyte

Direct Neural

Stealth

Effective 
Non-Lethal

Advanced 
Polymers

Lasers

Plasma

Antimatter

Exotic Matter

Unified Field
Disruption

Graphine

Reflective, 
Kinetic F.
Electromagnetic 
& Ionized F.
Energy Field

Singularity F.

Quantam F.

Hybrids

Ion, Solar 
Sails

Space 
Elevator
Antigravity, 
Warp Drive
Inertial Drive

Wormhole

Matter-Energy 
“Beaming”

Hydro

Solar, Wind

Fusion

Micro 
Fusion
Antimatter

Point

Small-Scale 
Point
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How Speed Affects Braking Distance

This information might be helpful if you want to 
calculate how long it would take a driver to be 
able to stop. In most genres it seems to often 
be the case that the drivers have almost instant 
reactions to any given driving situation. 

In the real world, a lot of different factors can 
affect braking distance. Braking distance is a 
measurement of how far a vehicle travels during 
the time it takes to come to a complete stop 
once a driver hits the brakes. 

Thinking Distance: is the amount of time it takes 
for a driver  to decide to hit the brakes, and then 
actually hit them. Drivers need a second or two 
to move their foot to the brake pedal. Reaction 
time can be slowed down if the driver is sleepy, 
sick, impaired, or distracted. A saving roll on IQ 
and/or SP, can determine a characters Thinking 
Distance in a given driving situation.

Braking Distance: is the time it takes for the car 
to come to a complete stop after the driver has 

hit the brakes. When a driver doubles the speed 
of their car, the braking distance quadruples. 

Total Stopping Distance: is the equation for fig-
uring out how far a car will go from the moment 
a driver sees a hazard to the moment they’re  
completely stopped is: [thinking distance] + 
[braking distance] = [total stopping distance]

See the total stopping distance equations below 
for vehicles driving at various speeds.

60 mph: Thinking Distance of 60 feet + Braking 
Distance of 180 feet = Total Distance of 240 
feet.

40 mph: Thinking Distance of 40 feet + Braking 
Distance of 80 feet = Total Distance of 120 feet.

20 mph: Thinking Distance of 20 feet + Braking 
Distance of 20 feet = Total Distance of 40 feet.

98 Car Crashes
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Weapon Add-on 2019
XM-25: This is (in 2019) still classed as an experimental weapon, so is not commercially available. Same for the 
ammunition. The XM-25 launches a grenade at an obstacle, like a wall; the distance to which is computed us-
ing a laser. When the grenade reaches the wall, it rises about five feet to pass over the wall, then explodes just 
beyond it. This renders cover useless. For game purposes, add 10 to the shooter’s skill level for targeting purposes.  
Max range for using this weapon is 250 yards. Damage as per grenades.
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*

* If you were in the FBI, for example, your ammo 
is paid for by the FBI.
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MK5 Vest This heavy combat suit covers ankles 
to wrists, with a helmet, face shield and ceramic trauma 
plates for the chest, stomach and back. Hits to areas cov-
ered by the trauma plates will absorb 8d +3, otherwise 
6d+1. These are available only through issue or capture.

Synthetic Compound Armor (SCA) This 
armor is lightweight and consists of laminated layers of 
monomolecular sheets of graphene or borophene. They 
fully cover the body and will absorb 12d in damage. This 
armor is experimental and all but impossible to obtain 
(unless, perhaps, you are an eccentric and egotistical 
industrialist and genius whose hobby is making this stuff.

Powered Synthetic Compound Armor 
(PSCA). Like SCA, this powered armor will absorb 12d 
damage. It is also modified to enhance one of the physi-
cal attributes: Strength, Dexterity or Speed to a maximum 
equal the character’s normal attribute. (Beyond that 
and the person will hurt herself because power armor is 
powerful, whereas bones, ligaments, tendons and muscle 
fibers tend to tear and snap when overstressed.) Note: en-
hancements are limited to ONE of the physical attributes.

NOTE: The last three items on this list are borderline super-
hero stuff and should only be GM issued. This armor is also 
powered, and the batteries should be able to run out at the 
most inopportune moment, for the sake of story.
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Aging is NOT Required
Many heroic characters do not seem to age.  

Perhaps some ancient magic or unique scientific 
advancement prevents them from aging. The GM 
can make this determination based on input from 

the player(s). Make an adventure out of it!



And Playing Advice 
by Michael Stackpole

nd Now For Something New…

I find it somewhat scary that I wrote MSPE over 
thirty-six years ago. During that time the world 
has changed a lot—cosmetically, at least. I’m 
really pleased that we had the foresight, way 
back then, to publish the formula for calculating 
damage for guns. The needed stats are easily 
available online, and a spreadsheet can help you 
do the math really easily.

Note: The Internet and Spreadsheets really 
weren’t things back then. What I wanted to add 
here was material that I’ve learned over the years 
that, I hope, will make the game work better and 
be more fun.

Let’s dive in.

Scenario Design

In the decades since I wrote MSPE, I’ve learned a 
thing or two about story design that have helped 
me both as a novelist and in designing scenarios. 
I’ll do my best here not to repeat what was writ-
ten before about scenario stuff, but supply some 
supplemental ideas you can use to carry things 
further.

Nemesis Creation

A staple of adventure fiction is the nemesis—the 
character that daunts/frustrates the hero time 
and again. Might be a villain, might be a hench-
man, might just be a rival or even a friend. The 
nemesis is a contrast to the main character and 

can be quite interesting in her own right. The 
nemesis helps flesh out the world around the 
player characters and can be crucial in helping 
the characters attain their roleplaying goals.
Each nemesis gets designed, primarily, along one 
of the following four themes:

uParagon: This nemesis is just bigger, stron-
ger, faster, richer, more suave, or smarter than 
the main character. The key is that this nemesis 
can overwhelm the character’s best in any as-
pect. This doesn’t have to be all negative—the 
nemesis could just be nicer and kinder and more 
considerate, too. This sort of nemesis just makes 
it tough for the character to get ahead of the 
game and might even function as a mentor or 
conscience for a character.

uClone: This nemesis matches the character 
perfectly. They’ll have different backgrounds, 
motivations and ethics, but in terms of skills and 
resources they will be evenly matched. This is 
the sort of nemesis where a character could look 
at them and wonder, “Is this how I would have 
turned out if…?” Because they are so perfectly 
matched, the nemesis spurs the character to do 
some introspection and learn about themselves. 
Similarly, the character will have to put forth an 
outstanding effort to defeat this nemesis.

uAntithesis: Of the nemeses, this is the 
toughest concept to capture. This is someone 
whose abilities neutralize those of the character, 
and whose strengths put the character at a dis-
advantage without overwhelming them as the 
Paragon might. At its most basic, a ghost would 
qualify because even the strongest or most com-
bat-skilled character would find his skills useless 
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against it. These sorts of nemeses are just largely 
immune to the the best/go-to tactics and skills of 
the character, which means they can be incredibly 
frustrating. To defeat them, the character will have 
to rely on new strategies and perhaps employ new 
allies.

uOpposite: These nemeses are superior where 
the character is weakest. This is the source of their 
threat. A grade school bully who is a head taller and 
a whole lot stronger than a small, smart kid is an 
easy example of this kind of nemesis. Likewise, the 
opposition could show in personality areas—extro-
vert versus introvert—or in life choices. A nemesis 
could be a neat freak who keeps his lawn perfect, 
whereas the main character might like lawn gnomes 
lurking in and around the weeds in his front yard.

Nemeses don’t all have to be supervillains or op-
erate on an existentially threatening level. A petty 
bureaucrat can be just as vexing and challenging 
as a mutant ape with super strength. Nemeses oc-
cur in all facets of life and minor ones are great for 
tossing added pressure on a character while they’re 
doing something else. For example: the dowager 
aunt, neat-freak who putters around cleaning things 
up and putting things away could move vital evi-
dence—albeit innocently, but still annoyingly.

As a gamemaster crafting adventures which allow 
for character growth, having these sorts of charac-
ters around does multiple things for you. First, minor 
nemeses are great for comic relief. This is the bu-
reaucrat who, in the midst of an invasion, won’t let 
the hero grab a weapon until forms are filled out in 
triplicate. They provide a chance to insert absurdity 
into any situation.

Second, because one of their aspects is to create 
frustration, they trigger an emotional response in 
the player and the character. The only way the char-
acter can get past them is to grow emotionally. They 
have to accommodate the nemesis, learn about 
them, find ways to appease them or neutralize them. 
Generally speaking these methods will require more 
than the rolling of dice and will encourage actual 
roleplaying.

Third, many gamemasters running a true roleplaying 
game, will invite players to give them a complete 
background on their player character, including 
secrets, desires, goals and things the player thinks 
would be fun to explore. Toward that end, the 
gamemaster can use that background information 
to create nemesis. For example, if the player charac-
ter was something of a loner at school, it’s not hard 
to posit the existence of a bully who teased them. 
Growing that bully up into someone the player 
character has to deal with now becomes a really 
good way to link to the past, and provide the player 
character with some goals and possible catharsis.

Fourth, a nemesis always allows for future follow-up 
adventures. Even if the nemesis falls into the supervil-
lain category and is killed as an adventure wraps up, 
they’ll always have a disciple or friend or kinsman 
who plots revenge. Or they can simply leave behind 
clues to longer term plans that have been set into 
motion and that the characters have to deal with. 
And there always could be a copy-cat out to build 
on the previous nemesis’ successes and legend to 
his own benefit. Or the nemesis could have had an-
other hated enemy who now turns on the character 
because he has been robbed of having defeated his 
nemesis.

Where do I get my ideas?

Finding source material for scenarios can be chal-
lenging because it seems as if everything has been 
done or covered, so it’s really hard to make some-
thing seem new. All the motives mentioned in the 
previous section on scenario design still apply, with 
Greed, Love and Insanity still being popular. 

It’s important to point out that Greed covers more 
than just a desire for money. Power is the core, with 
money being a way to achieve power. Fame is also 
something people hunger for, and will do anything 
to achieve because they believe it will give them 
power.

The keys to power are the answers to these ques-
tions:
•Why do you want it?
•How will you get it?
•How will you exercise it?
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If you can answer these questions for a villain, you 
can built whole plots out of their quests, and how 
they will continue to garner more and more power 
until they achieve their goals. Along the way they 
may uncover more goals, and you get to toss that 
into the mix. (Periodically repeating the questions 
and adjusting the answers will refresh motivations 
as you go.)

A simple scenario build can generate lots of conflict 
and plenty of suspects for a murder. Tom always 
loved fast cars and wanted to own his dream car, a 
1967 Corvette. He couldn’t possibly afford it, but to 
become involved in the the fast-driving culture he 
became a mechanic. He got known for really being 
able to get the last ounce of speed out of any car. 
He charged a lot, but couldn’t be beat when it came 
to his job.

Pretty soon some unsavory characters started com-
ing to him. Drug dealers, bank robbers, all looking 
for something special. And they were willing to pay, 
especially if the cars could outrun the cops in cer-
tain situations. He did the work, banked the money. 
He said he didn’t want to know details, but he got 
them anyway.

Tom hung out at car shows and had his eye on his 
dream car. Problem was the owner wouldn’t sell, 
but he was willing to race Tom for ownership of 
cars. Whoever won would own both. Tom agreed.

At the same time one of the drug dealers that Tom 
had done work for needed him to work on a car. 
Tom agreed, and agreed to make a house call to do 
the work because he’d taken a shine to the dealer’s 
sister. The dealer had warned him off her, wanting 
better for his sister, so Tom did the work, but engi-
neered it to break at a crucial point in things. Drug 
dealer makes his run, car busts, cops grab him and 
slap him into jail, leaving the coast clear for Tom to 
date the sister.

When Tom returns to his shop, he sees his dream 
car waiting to be worked on. The owner, not know-
ing who Tom was, dropped it off there to be tuned 
up “for a big race.” Tom’s partner had taken it in, 
but Tom did the work and, again, made sure the car 
would run fast, but just not fast enough.

They race, Tom wins and has his dream car, which 
his new girlfriend absolutely loves. So Tom, in his 
quest for his dream car, discovers another quest—
the girlfriend—and some obstacles. Raising money 
means he compromises his morals. To get the car, 
he cheats. To get the girl, he sends her brother off 
to prison.

When Tom ends up face down in a pool of blood, 
having been shot twice in the back of the head, we 
have tons of suspects. Bank robbers and other drug 

dealers afraid that he’ll provide information against 
them. The drug dealer in prison hears his sister is 
dating Tom and might react. The ‘Vette’s owner got 
cheated and might take revenge.

Describing this sordid life and death of Tom doesn’t 
take much space up here, but ferreting out all the 
information and being able to pin the murder on 
the guilty party is at least one gaming session. Not 
only that, but just creating the web of associates 
around him will provide your gaming group with 
new contacts, new enemies and new opportunities 
for adventure.

One side note: as a gamemaster you don’t have to 
know, for certain, who killed Tom when you start play-
ing the scenario. A really good GM will listen to the 
players as they gather and weigh evidence. If you’d 
planned on the ‘Vette’s owner being the bad guy, but 
they’re really leaning heavily toward the leader of that 
Croatian bank robbery crew, you can adjust things on 
the fly. If the new ending would be more satisfying 
for your players, go with it. Having them win is much 
more fun for all involved than the gamemaster having 
to say, “No, that’s not it,” all the time.

Still, let’s suppose that Tom’s murder, as related to 
the ‘Vette owner, is the first in what you see as a 
series of adventures in the world of collectible cars. 
How do you move the players off what they’ve 
decided and back on the right track? You offer up 
another tidbit of evidence to sway them.

It works very simply: the GM says to a character, 
“There’s something in the back of your mind that’s 
bugging you about all this. Make an IQ saving roll, 
level 2, and add in any skills about cars or high end 
finance.” If they make it, the character remembers 
some little article about the ‘Vette owner, like a pro-
file in Forbes or something. They look it up online, 
and the pull quote is something like “If anything ever 
happened to my car, I’d probably shoot myself. Or 
the bastard who did it.”

What if they miss the saving throw? Reality of the 
situation is this: the players will all have heard the 
instruction, so they’ll all be dying to uncover that evi-
dence. They may continue to look at the Croatians, 
but when an alibi checks out, or things slow down in 
that direction, they’ll come back to the ‘Vette owner.
More important than all that is this: why did I pick on 
collectible cars? Because I live in the Phoenix area 
where we have two internationally famous collect-
ible car auctions each year, and a lot of the folks I 
see at Starbucks in this area drive very expensive 
and often collectible cars. I see them, I hear about 
them, and anyone in a gaming group I was running a 
scenario for would be in the same boat.

Looking back at science fiction and mysteries/thrill-
ers back around the turn of the previous century, 
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there are themes that appear in popular literature 
over and over again. Jacques Futrelle, for example, 
wrote The Diamond Master, which was a book 
about a man who had a process for making artificial 
diamonds; and what that would do to the deBeers 
cartel and the international diamond market. Futrelle 
was not alone in that—it wasn’t at all uncommon as 
a theme then. Similarly anarchists and anarchy were 
threats to society which popular authors addressed.
Those things were, if you will, the Free Energy and 
Terrorism of their time.

You can build stories based on any headline with 
an incredible amount of ease. The Internet makes 
cursory research of anything rather easy (but an 
incredible time sink, so be careful). Political scandals, 
drug scandals (illegal and legal), celebrity murders 
and scandals; all of these things are ready fodder for 
stories. All you have to do is to change the names to 
protect the innocent, and scramble the guilty parties 
around so if someone recognizes the scenario from 
today’s headlines they’ll have to work at a solution. 
TV shows do this all the time; and True Crime TV 
shows, like Forensic Files, provide some rather 
thorough breakdowns of crimes which can be easily 
adapted.

Near Future

In writing the sorts of stories I write on the science 
fiction side of the house, I’ve done stories that use 
off-the-shelf tech in an unusual setting, or have writ-
ten stories 10 or 20 or 200 years in the future. A key 
aspect of all of those is to change the technology in 
a believable way that leaves it recognizable, but also 
makes it new and novel and thrilling. In doing that 
sort of work, I’ve come up with the following dictum.

All technology, as it moves into the future, will un-
dergo one, some or all of the following changes: it 
will become faster, cheaper, smaller, last longer, and 
have a wider impact than it currently does.

Take a moment, reread that, then think about the 
phone. Going from the original, wall-mounted phone 
to the latest cell phone, all of the above is true. Same 
with computers. (MSPE was originally written on an 
Osborne computer. I now have credit cards with 
more storage in their chip than that whole 24 lbs of 
computer.)

The most dangerous of all those attributes mentioned 
above is have a wider impact. For example, robotics 
might not have placed a robot maid in our homes 
(Roombas don’t count), but a lot of people have 
lost their jobs because robots have replaced them. 
So what happens in a future where robots have all 
the jobs? How does that change society? How will 
people make a living? How will people react to being 
made redundant and worthless? And in that world, 

what are the things that will have lasting value?

Those are the big-issue questions that you can use 
to build a near-future society in which to adventure. 
Take any tech, push it toward an extreme and ask 
“What happens to the status quo then?” Focus on 
the emotional reaction people will have to it, both 
positively and negatively, then work from there.

There’s another trend that you get to look at and 
apply to any institution in society. Take a look at it on 
a scale that has Liberation on one end, and Reforma-
tion on the other. Liberation is the notion that there 
should be no restrictions on anything, beyond the 
basic dictum that what you’re doing shouldn’t hurt 
others. Anarchist groups, Wikileaks, Anonymous and 
other free information movements are examples of 
this philosophy, and provide plenty of opportunities 
for stories.

Reformation, especially as applied to religion, is strip-
ping away everything that is not a core value, and 
demanding strict adherence to this newly reformed 
way of doing things. Core values need not be things 
that were sanctified in scripture or in some corpo-
ration’s mission statement. A new company CEO 
could have a core value of Greed, and implement 
policies that maximize the return on investment. 
(Corporate raiders often manifest this way: they sell 
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off everything of dubious value, liquidate all losing 
bits of the company, and stockpile a lot of cash, 
which then flows to them because of the ownership 
position they have in the company.)
Once you establish an extrapolated position for a 
company or church or person, realize there will be 
forces that oppose them. Some folks won’t think 
they’ve gone far enough. Some folks will reject 
them because they resist change. Some folks will 
hate them simply because of jealousy, and some 
folks will feel used and abused by the person as they 
got to where they are now. Those groups will all act 
and react to protect their own interests, which is 
where stories start.

Power and Politics

Returning to the idea of power for a moment, 
there are a couple of truths about power that re-
ally underpin any story or adventure you create. 
The first principle is that power is not created, it is 
stolen. Power is a zero-sum game. If you give power 
to someone else, you have less. This means that 
people surrender power very reluctantly and try to 
get it back once it’s been taken from them.

Second, people who have no power want power. 
They have to find methods for achieving power. 
Money, fame, weapons, political favors, murder, 
extortion and an appearance of already having 
power are tools for getting and increasing power. 
The “appearance of already having power” is what 
every grifter uses to entice those with real power 
into their web so they can steal from them.

Third, power fractures at and leaks from points 
of weakness. A dictator relies on his military and 
the leaders of banks and corporations to maintain 
power. For all of them it’s a beneficial relationship. 
The dictator promotes stability and condones a cer-
tain amount of lawlessness with the corporations in 
return for money. The military supports him because 
they want stability and increases in their military 
budget. The corporators support him because the 
banking laws and low taxes allow them to profit and 
hide those profits. It all works very well.

But there are pressure points which can cause 
problems. Say, for example, pesky clerics from a 
particular church lead demonstrations against the 
violations of civil rights allowed by the government. 
Were the wife of a key general to be very devout 
in her beliefs, she might influence him and help 
weaken the dictator’s support. Or if the parent 
corporation of one of the branches in this country 
was to be purchased and the new CEO wants new 
deals and concessions or he pulls support, suddenly 
the dictator’s power base weakens.
And, obviously, if someone were to assassinate the 
dictator, or someone else were to pay the military 

to stage a coup, things would suddenly become 
very unstable. Power would leak, and folks would 
scramble to gather it up.

While this scenario uses a nation-state as an example, 
those same power politics apply on lower levels, 
even down to a PTA’s bake sale committee. Politics 
is about power. Build a scenario around it, make 
sure power shifts, and you have a very dynamic and 
dramatic story for your players to unravel.

James Sallis is a brilliant writer of crime fiction, a 
dynamite teacher of writing and a friend. In one 
seminar at a writing conference he said, “Crime 
fiction is about the past erupting into the present.” 
It’s so true. And that concept coincides with another 
comment I read in a meme somewhere, “You are 
what you hide.” You can use those ideas simply to 
create a scenario by asking yourself, “What did this 
NPC do in the past that he wants to remain in the 
past, and what happens when the secret looks like it 
will get loose?” How far is that person willing to go 
to keep it quiet? What impact will the truth have on 
his life and that of others? How far will any of them 
go to maintain the status quo?

Hot Spots and Hot Topics
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Back when I first wrote MSPE the world was some-
thing of an easier place to figure out politically. The 
Cold War made labeling enemies pretty obvious. It 
also suppressed a whole bunch of other issues which 
only now have showed up as sources of conflict.

Scarce resources used to just be oil. Now we can add 
helium and rare-earth metals to the mix. Whoever 
controls those has a lot of power, and the discovery 
of, say, a huge supply of lithium in a small (fictional) 
nation in South America could suddenly make it 
a hotbed of industrial intrigue. And note that non-
scarce resources, like trash and plastic and radioac-
tive waste, as well as jailed criminals, have all created 
vast industries for the containment and disposal of 
same.

Controlled substances garner power, and not just 
in the trade in illegal drugs. The United States has 
long had a list of high tech items which cannot be 
exported to certain nations. Trade in critical parts 
and equipment for creating nuclear fuel is a place for 
adventure. Human trafficking is another. Freeports, 



tax-free enclaves around the world where the rich 
store art and wine and other valuables, are prime 
targets for adventures.

Even trade in legal substances, whether legalized 
marijuana, or the latest, must-have kids toy for the 
holidays, can be the sources of story ideas. A limited 
supply facing an unlimited demand creates short-
ages, which means money goes hunting them, and 
hilarity ensues.

Another terrifying avenue for possible adventure is 
the growth of home biological labs, where people 
do their own experimentation on DNA. Whether 
it’s someone wanting to create a Jurassic Park, or 
genetic treatments to make a child a superman, or 
just to doctor a DNA sample to frame someone 
for a murder, the means for doing all that is readily 
available and at much lower costs than most folks 
imagine. By extension, any home inventor could 
create a device that does something desirable, 
which then sends a lot of different people after it.

Locations for adventure can be almost anywhere. 
For overt tension, pick a spot where the characters 
won’t fit it. It could be that the society is hostile to 
them, or the conditions are just horrid—Antarctica, 
or Mardi Gras for an agoraphobic are two examples. 
It doesn’t have to that extreme, of course, but the 
whole “fish out of water” situation is great for forc-
ing players to think instead of just react. Having a 
bunch of mercenaries guarding a convent where 
the nuns are harboring orphans could make for a 
heck of a scenario.
One really key thing about the locations: be sure 

to use things which are exotic and unusual—out of 
the norm for the characters. It doesn’t have to be 
outrageous, just fun. A new restaurant, a club they 
never knew existed before, or any other location 
that expands their world. A great chunk of the enjoy-
ment we gets from games and stories is exploring 
and discovery. Tourist guidebooks and websites are 
full of this stuff.

A lot of fiction revolves around introducing the 
reader/characters into a new society or sub-culture. 
The recipe for these stories usually involves someone 
who had gotten out of that lifestyle, or was secretly 
involved in it, gets drawn back in or exposed. The 
solution to their problem requires characters to 
delve deeply into this unsuspected world until they 
understand it enough to unravel and solve the prob-
lem. (Often the “problem” is that the victim is dead, 
and the killer is part of the sub-culture.) Watch any 
mystery series of TV long enough, and there’s going 
to be a mystery involving some sort of fandom (SF/
Gaming included) and usually two sex cults, and an 
odd religion. Its a staple of the genre, open to satire, 
and a lot of fun.

Capers

One popular set of stories involves capers. Ocean’s 
Eleven, The Italian Job and, I would argue, The Aveng-
ers: Endgame; are all capers. Capers pit an unlikely 
group of thieves against a very powerful foe, with the 
intention of stealing something of incredible value 
and humiliating the enemy at the same time. The kink 
that shows up in all capers is that after the heroes 
have planned their theft in exquisite detail, something 
goes wrong (often the enemy is tipped), the enemy 
increases the protection of the thing that is to be 
stolen, and the heroes have to improvise to win—thus 
proving why they are heroes in the first place.

To set these up for your players you create the Mac-
Guffin (the item to be taken), and set the parameters 
for its protection. You let the players plan how they 
will get it, and then have them set about getting the 
materials they will need. You’ll toss up roadblocks 
built around things being rare, or expensive, or im-
possible to move and, at some point, you’ll reveal 
that somehow the villain knows something is up. 
He’s doubled the guards or has kidnapped someone 
and is holding them as a hostage against the item 
remaining safe. The players then have to think on 
their feet and improvise so they win the day.

One Trick for easy campaign building

If you are going to build a campaign out of a bunch 
of shorter adventures—in much the way mystery 
series are built out of a series of adventures—there’s 
a neat trick you can pull that ramps up anticipation.
You start by planning out, in broad strokes, a series 
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of adventures. Just label them “Murder 1,” “Murder 
2” and then some ideas. Say that you remember the 
“past erupting into the present” idea and decide that 
“Murder 4” is of an old classmate one of the charac-
ters knew in high school. You don’t have to decide 
yet the how and why and where of the murder; but 
in “Murder 1” you tell the player, “You’re going 
through your mail and it’s mostly junk, but there is 
a letter from your old high school.” If they open it, 
it’s asking for money, or asking for cards for an old 
teacher who is in poor health or anything. You’re 
just reminding them that they went to high school.

And if you listen to how they respond, you’ll likely 
pick up a detail you can use in the next step.

So,in “Murder 2” the connection with the school 
strengthens. The teacher who got the card calls to 
say thank you. Brief conversation, along with a “do 
you remember that young man who sat behind 
you in Math? He’s doing very well for himself now. 
Created an app or something.” Doesn’t need to be 
anything more than that. 

If the player decides to follow up, great. If not, you 
layer another clue into “Murder 3,” and if what 
you’d planned for “Murder 4” has to be pushed 
back to allow for another scenario, no problem. You 
just build on the ground work and pull them into 
“Murder 4” when the time is right.

And, rather clearly, you can do this sort of clue 
layering with little tidbits for all sorts of adventures 
focused on each of the characters in your gaming 
group.The best part is that players will ignore the 
details, and just think they’re little bits of role play-
ing fluff, until you use it to get them into trouble, 
then they will love it. (And they’ll be paranoid in the 
future about any little comment or aside, but that’s 
the life of players anyway.)
This layering technique works for spy and merce-
nary campaigns as well. You can bury the clues in 
intelligence reports that contain fragments of details. 
As things move on and more information comes in, 
the players can construct a better picture of what’s 
going on out there. You can have them get to the 
point where they lobby to be able to go off on a 
mission to deal with an enemy agent who has been 
vexing them, or to thwart what is clearly an enemy 
counter attack on their position.

Update on Mercenaries

Back when MSPE was first written, mercenaries 
were a vaguely romantic notion, the Soldier of For-
tune, plying his trade in the world’s hotspots. This 
was the way it worked back in the 1950s-1990s. It 
was never a pretty business, but lower tech warfare 
really created a niche for highly trained soldiers 
working for small groups.
Since then the role of the mercenary has been pro-

fessionalized and industrialized. Many corporations 
have their own “security forces” and companies 
throughout the world provide bodyguard services 
for celebrities and government officials. Some mer-
cenaries even hire out as “instructors” to train the 
armies of local warlords, turning a rabble into a 
half-decent army. Add in operators who can use 
high tech weapon systems including drones, and 
suddenly a few well-trained people have got the 
ability to project power that was previously limited 
to nation-states.

Clearly there are numerous storylines which can be 
played out both foreign and domestic, where “secu-
rity forces” thwart terrorists. Do be aware, however, 
that such tales set in the “now” are going to invariably 
involve nation-state politics. A scenario may put a 
player character in a position to do something which 
runs counter to the player’s personal political beliefs. 
It can also run into scenarios where players confront 
disturbing consequences of their actions, disturbing 
reactions by NPCs and material that brings too much 
of the real world to a gaming table, where the goal 
is to have fun and perhaps escape the realities of the 
world for a little bit. Be careful so that reality doesn’t 
ruin the fantasy and upset folks who really just want 
to relax and enjoy themselves.

In conclusion

There’s really so much more that I know folks would 
like to see—like superheroes perhaps, or some space 
opera—which would work with these rules. That’s 
perhaps material for another project. Your support 
of this MSPE reissue has been heartwarming and has 
reminded me of why I love gaming and gamers so 
much. If there are other things you’d like to see, you 
can find me on Twitter at @MikeStackpole. 

A long time ago we’d planned a supplement called 
Lawyers, Guns and Money. Maybe it’s time to dust 
that idea off again...
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Customized Items
Any mechanical item can be modified to increase 
its effectiveness. Cars, guns, ovens, robotic 
equipment—basically anything for which there is 
a market/profession for creating/repairing those 
items—can be customized. Knives, horseshoes, 
leather work and such non-mechanical items 
cannot be customized. (Customization of such 
things would not increase their effectiveness, just 
impart a cosmetic aspect which does not go to 
function.)

Customization works in conjunction with the skills 
system. When a relevant skill can rise to a new 
level, the player has a choice. They can have the 
skill rise in level as normal, or they can award three 
(3) points of customization to a specific item.

Example: Orion is Clip Pistol level 2, and has 
gotten enough APs to go up to level 3. Instead 
of adding 1 point to that skill, he customizes 
his Glock 26 for 3 points. So, when using that 
specific pistol, he will have an effective Clip Pistol 
skill level of 5. (Two for his skill level, three for his 
customization.)

Caveats for Customization:
1) Spending the points on customizing an item 

returns the skill AP total to the entry amount for 
that level. In our example, Orion would have 
gotten 3000 APs to make the level jump. After 
he customizes his weapon, his AP total will fall 
to 1000, which is the starting total for Level 2.

2) The dollar cost for customizing the item is 
$3000 per level. In our example, Orion would 
spend $6000 to customize his gun.

3) Customization points may not be split be-
tween items.

4) The maximum customization points allowed 
is 5 x Level. Orion can modify his pistol for a 
maximum of 10 points at Level 2 Clip Pistol, 
15 at Level 3 and so forth.

5) If the item is lost, stolen or destroyed, the 
customization advantage is gone. If the item 
is recovered intact, it will function as normal.

6) If the item is replaced and the full cost of 
customizing it is paid again, the new item 
functions with half the customization level as 
before. (It just isn’t quite the same.)

7) Players may not retroactively burn a skill level to 
boost the performance of an item. The choice 
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to modify an item must be made at the time the new 
skill level is available (even if the customization work 
cannot be done until later).

Customization has diminishing returns built into it. 
This is to make sure no one is running around with 
a souped-up car that can hit light speed, or a pistol 
that can drop a god at 200 yards. Customization, 
as per a skill, works on any saving throw where it 
would make sense for the customization to provide 
an advantage. Having a customized car or gun 
could be a Charisma advantage in certain circles, 
for example.

Customization of intangibles (software)
Items like software, biological weapons and similar 
can be customized, following the rules above. How-
ever, they are required to be split by function of 
offense and defense.

Hacking software would be the easiest example. 
The Hacker would create a suite of software tools: 
one to crack foreign systems, the other to defend 
against being hacked. (Hammer and Armor for 
lack of better terms.) A hacker could, conceivably 
have customized software running in a customized 
machine, which would create a really nice package, 
when combined with skill specialization.

If the software were running in a customized com-
puter, the bonuses would stack.

Skill Specialization

The game’s original system for accommodating new 
skills works to create contemporary skills like Oc-
cupational Skill: Cybersecurity. Many occupational/
professional skills can include specialization. These 
will be treated similarly to Customized Items.
When a skill is available to shift levels, the player 
may choose, instead, to develop a specialization. 
Instead of adding 1 to their skill level, they would 
add three (3) points to the specialization. That 
specialization would function as an additional skill 
modifier for the purpose of saving throws.
Example: Paul has OS:Cybersecurity at Level 2. In-
stead of going to level 3, he creates a specialization 
of Hacking and awards it 3 points. Now, any time 
he goes out to hack a system, he would be working 
with his IQ + Level number (2) + Hacking (3).

Caveats for Skill specialization:
1)  Spending the points on skill specialization returns 

the parent skill AP total to the entry amount 
for that level. In our example, Paul would have 
gotten 3000 APs to make the level jump. After 
he specializes in Hacking, his AP total will fall to 
1000, which is the starting total for Level 2.

2)  The dollar cost for learning the specialization 
is $3000 per level. In our example, Paul would 
spend $6000 to take a course in Hacking.

3) Specialization points may not be split between 
specializations.

4) Where a specialization could be seen to have 
an offensive or defensive capability, i.e. Hacking, 
the players should let the GM know the focus of 
the specialization. In this case, Hacking would be 
offensive, the skill Defense against Hacking would 
be defensive.

5)  The maximum specialization points allowed is 5 x 
Level. Paul can study Hacking for maximum of 10 
points at Level 2 Cybersecurity, and 15 at Level 3.

6)  Players may not retroactively burn a skill level 
to acquire/boost a specialization. The choice to 
modify a specialization must be made at the time 
the new skill level is available (even if the class 
work cannot be done until later.)

Resolution of Skills-based conflict

Skill-based conflict functions with the basic Saving 
Roll system, with a slight modification. The system 
you use will depend on the circumstances of the 
conflict and what will be more dramatic in the mind 
of the GM.

Passive Opponent: This is the basic SR system, ex-
cept that the “to hit” number for the saving roll has 
a value assigned other than by the formula noted 
previously in the rules. This value is given by the GM.
Example: A character has a nasty wound and is, for all 
intents and purposes, dead. (His Con is -27 because 
of the injury.) The GM decides that to bring him 
back from the brink of death, the “to hit” number is 
27—the amount of damage past 0 the character has 
taken.

The passive opponent “to hit” number can be used 
to reflect the influence of an item being upgraded 
from the standard version, or having been degraded 
by wear, damage and other factors.

Active Opponent: In an adversarial situation, a char-
acter may be pitted against another player or NPC. 
For example, Paul may be trying to hack his way into 
a computer system that has its own security experts 
(or an AI) fighting back. In this case Paul would be 
using his IQ (14) + Cybersecurity (2) + Hacking (3) + 
Customized Computer (Hammer) (6) + Hammer suite 
of hacking software (3). Paul’s modified skill level 
would be 28 when all is said and done.

Paul’s opposition would have a similar pile of factors 
to add up. Let’s say his foe, Svetlana, comes up to 
26. This number includes Svetlana’s totals for any 
defensive modifications for computer and software, 
as well as her defensive cybersecurity skills and 
specializations.

Using two dice, Paul rolls a pair of 5s, so we add 
them in and reroll. He adds a 3 for his next roll, giv-
ing him a total of 28 + 13, or 41. Svetlana rolls a 6, 
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so her total is 32. Paul has beaten her by 9 points.
This conflict can be finalized in one of two ways.

First Blood: Paul has defeated Svetlana and is able 
to get whatever he wants out of the computer. The 
GM may decide just how extensive the information 
is that he gets based on the margin of victory. With 
this method the conflict lasts one round.

Deathmatch… Paul has won the first round. Svet-
lana’s software and computer would take damage 
equal to Paul’s margin of victory. After damage is 
applied, totals would be recalculated and another 
round of rolls would commence.

Applying damage for this sort of thing should hit 
Intangibles first, then Tangibles and then Willpow-
er—the combatant’s ability to get past frustration, 
panic and the like. In our case above, the 9 points 
of damage would be applied to destroy 9 points 
of Svetlana’s custom software package. Any extra 
would start destroying customized equipment, 
though a kind GM might want to let the software 
die and have no carryover to the hardware until the 
next round. In a contemporary game, destroying the 
opposition’s hardware would end the conflict; in a 
cyberpunk game where characters interface directly 
with the computers, the damage might then carry-
over into a character’s mental capacity to continue. 
(In cyberpunk scenarios, the damage might get split 
among all three areas equally.)

This same system could be used to adjudicate a 
chess match between two players, or trying to dis-
arm a bomb within X number of rounds before it 
detonates.

It would also be possible, in this cyber duel, for Svet-
lana to attack back against Paul at the same time. The 
totals for her offensive capabilities would be pitted 
against his defensive capabilities. The combat would 
be simultaneous, damage applied at the end of the 
rounds, and new totals calculated for the next round.

Hits As You Miss: One concept present above which 
is really useful is taking damage equal to what you 
missed a saving roll by. In most cases this is going 
to be a tiny amount, but it can make apparent the 
possible results of failing a highly risky saving roll. 
It’s a quick, shorthand system for handing rolls that 
don’t really require a big production to handle.

And as always if you prefer the original MSPE sys-
tem or have adapted your own methods, use those.    
You are the Game Master now. Do what works best 
for style of play.

Editor’s Note: Mike has also added a new weapon 
and three advanced armor types to the rulebook. 
Those are located with the other armor and weapons 
in the earlier pages to make them easier to use. We’ve 
also added the car braking info, sci-fi environments 
and advice for running Pulp adventures at the most 
logical locations in the rulebook.
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GM BONUS MAP

Mercenaries, Spies & Private Eyes often use vehicles in their line of work. Use this map as a meeting 
place to start an adventure or as a place to end one. (Permission granted to photocopy).

Originally published in Mugshots 2. Map By Steven S. Crompton
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GM BONUS MAP

Any travel often involves a Hotel. Use this map for that purpose. (Permission granted to photocopy).

Originally published in Mugshots 2. Map By Steven S. Crompton
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Thanks to all of the many Old School RPG fans who were a part of the MSPE Kickstarter. You helped bring 
not only this game back, but all the out of print MSPE adventures and the new GM screen. This page lists the 
“FBI Agents of Honor” KS backers who went beyond the call of duty. Thanks to all of them and you!   
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Other solos for dT&T
Deluxe Goblin Lake...............................36pgs...........$8.95
Deluxe Agent of Death ..........................64pgs.........$11.95
Deluxe Adventurers Compendium.......88pgs.........$14.95
Deluxe Naked Doom......................... ....36pgs...........$8.95
Deluxe Arena of Khazan.................. ....56pgs.........$12.95

And more solos for Classic T&T
(Note: these are also playable with dT&T)

Sea of Mystery.........................................32pgs...........$8.95
Gamesmen of Kasar................................40pgs...........$8.95
Sea of Mystery.........................................32pgs...........$8.95
When the Cat’s Away..............................56pgs...........$8.95

Tunnels & Trolls rPG!
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Many of our books are also available at www.DrivethruRPG.com

T&T Adventures Japan includes
Solo, GM Adventures & Mini-Rules
A collection of Solo Adventures, 

Game Master Scenarios and 
FRPG Manga all translated 

into English, with the original 
Japanese illustrations and maps, 

from the pages of T&T Magazine 
in Japan! PLUS Ken St Andre 
has developed a mini-version 
of the rules especially for this 
book, These T&T mini-rules 

will allow first time players to be 
able to roll up and start playing 

in just minutes. The perfect 
book for new RPG players and a 
must-have for fans of all things 
Japanese or any T&T player!

NEW!  Uncle Ugly’s Underground Doom GM adv.- $6.95
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Back in print - all the original 
Traps books with enhanced cov-
ers, additional art and features all 
done by Grimtooth artist-slave 
Steve Crompton.  Each book 
has  101 different traps you can 
use for any role-playing system. 
(Dungeon of Doom is an actual 
Traps GM adventure).

Available at fine game stores,  
www.flyingbuffalo.com and at 

Amazon.com.

You can also download them as 
pdfs at www.drivethrurpg.com 

Get one or collect ‘em all to 
scare the hell out of your players!
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