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Dedication

Dedicated to my spouse, Mel, who supported me through every crisis and showed infinite patience and kindness toward the dyslexic with ADHD who had to write a new book during their pregnancy.
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In memory of our friend and colleague Peter Archer. I am so proud of the work we did together; I hope you will be proud of the work we had to finish without you.






Introduction

Role-playing games are an interactive, fun way to spend time with your friends. A big part of the fun is getting to know everyone’s player characters (PCs) and seeing what happens to them as the game progresses. What will they do and why? You want to know more about them—what are their ethics (will your robot have a moral compass?), what is their outward appearance (what is your superhero’s suit like?), and what is their motivation (what is keeping your horror protagonist in a clearly haunted house?)? With The Ultimate RPG Character Backstory Guide: Expanded Genres Edition, you can answer these questions and flesh out your PCs into fully realized people with dozens of entertaining questions and prompts that will pique your curiosity.

When I first created the original The Ultimate RPG Character Backstory Guide in 2018, I wanted to give readers exercises and activities to develop PCs—and hopefully enhance the entire RPG experience in the process. I was thrilled to hear that the book not only helped established players; it also welcomed new folks into the hobby, and even helped people doing creative writing get over writer’s block! This Expanded Genres Edition has more all-new activities perfect for creating characters in many types of stories: Fantasy, Sc-Fi, Horror, X-Punk, Superhero, and Western settings. Plus, the final chapter features entries that can fit into any genre, so you can find a genre for whatever game you are playing, giving you even more options for building out your characters.

How your PC handles a problem depends on what shaped the character into who they are. In these pages, you’ll find exercises that will challenge you to create a richer past for the PC you’ve brought to life. You’ll find d20 chance questions at the beginning of each genre chapter (except for Chapter 8: All Genres), prompts that invite open-ended responses, and tables that feature various options for your characters’ traits.

You can complete these exercises on your own, but some might be more fun to do with your gaming buddies. Many of the exercises in this book will address your character as “you,” the way a game master might. Whenever the book asks about physical qualities or background details, we’re talking about characters and not you, the reader.

Whether you are looking to add some pathos to your half-vampire cyborg detective or figure out how your apocalyptic-punk lead can finally overthrow their oppressors, The Ultimate RPG Character Backstory Guide: Expanded Genres Edition will help you bring your beloved PCs to life in a creative and fulfilling way.
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Getting Started

What Is an RPG?

A role-playing game (RPG) is a type of analog game where players generate narrative through shared imagination. The core concept behind RPGs is similar to imagination games people play when they are young. Just like “house,” using dolls or action figures, and other simple games of pretend, these games call on players to inhabit a role and interact in a shared imaginary space.

“Tabletop” RPGs published in game manuals introduce structure to this process. Published RPGs, or role-playing systems, help players establish goals, track abstract information, and resolve conflicts. Rule systems and randomizers help adults make sense of what comes naturally to most children.

GMs and PCs

Everyone involved in an RPG is playing the game and is therefore a player. When I refer to players in this book, I mean everyone at the table. Traditional RPGs have specific structural roles that help the game function. Broadly speaking, the most popular meta roles are player character (PC) and game master (GM).

What Is a PC?

In most games, the majority of people participating are responsible for controlling individual characters. For our purposes, these characters and the people who play them are PCs.

Narratively, PCs are protagonists. Players in the PC role are the primary authors of their story. PCs choose how their character thinks, looks, and acts. Because PCs interact with outside forces like other players and randomization, a player in a PC role can’t control everything that happens to their character. However, a PC player always controls how their character reacts.

What Is a GM?

Many RPGs have a specialized role that controls any elements of the game that are not PCs. The title for this role varies, but here I’ll refer to it as the game master (GM).

The GM is like a narrator, director, producer, supporting actor, and crew rolled into one person. Colloquially, we say GMs run the game. The GM is usually also the arbiter of a game’s rules. On top of that, the GM is also role-playing. They control the actions of non-player characters (NPCs), which function to support or oppose PCs in the story.

What Is a Backstory?

In most fiction, a “backstory” is the initially unseen history that determines how a character begins their journey. The backstory is the events and details it takes to get a character to the beginning of the story we’re really interested in telling. It explains a character’s personality, abilities, and motivations.

To enjoy a story about the legendary swordsman Zorro, the audience can operate with remarkably few details. We don’t need to know that Zorro became a masked vigilante to battle corruption, that he was taught to fight by his idealistic father, that his lover is the wealthy daughter of an influential Spanish noble, or that a wicked governor wants to use his lover as leverage to gain Spain’s support for a violent crackdown against striking laborers. The action of a masked master swordsman outwitting and outfighting car after car of soldiers on a train is exciting enough to justify itself.

However, if you were writing this Zorro adventure, it’s helpful to have an idea of those backstory details. They help us know Zorro’s abilities and limitations, understand why our hero is willing to take dramatic risks, and make the dialogue in Zorro’s inevitable confrontation with the governor more exciting. Even if we don’t know how to start, we can discover the backstory as the story unfolds. Even if it is never directly brought into the narrative, it can still have an impact on the story.

Sometimes backstory gets explored in flashbacks that appear after a story has started. Sometimes it appears in the form of characters connected to the protagonist showing up to twist an ongoing plot. Sometimes it appears through subtle details like scars and simple lines of dialogue that hint at a larger story. Occasionally it is never explained at all, and the audience is left to imagine on their own how a character came to be a hero.

For PCs in RPGs, a backstory is something you develop outside what most people think of as “the game.” You can work on your own or collaborate with fellow players to answer the questions “Who is this character and how did they get here?”

Why Create a Backstory?

You don’t need to give a character a backstory in order to play an RPG. There are plenty of people who prefer to randomly generate a character and never give a second thought what happened before they roll initiative. It is also popular to view activities like character and setting creation as being separate from actual “play,” which makes developing a backstory kind of like homework. Why would you ever voluntarily do homework?! It turns out there a lot of good reasons to spend a little time thinking about your character before the game.

You’re More Personally Invested

All stories are more fun when you care about what is going on. Generally speaking, it’s easier to like someone when you know more about them. Having a backstory helps you create more confidently, because you know why your character behaves the way they do.

Without a personal connection, a PC is just numbers and phrases written on a character sheet. Developing a backstory incorporates your creativity and your interest into the process. The more effort you invest in a character, the easier it is to care about them.


Backstories Keep You Involved

It’s nice to see two characters kiss, but it’s much more satisfying if you know that kiss comes after years of buried feelings and flirtatious arguments. That simple detail makes it so much easier to invest in the action. Especially if you created it.



A backstory helps you understand how your character got where they are, shapes how they think and act, and gets you excited about where they are going.

It’s Fun to Collaborate

A backstory can help your fellow players connect with your character as well. Collaboration is at the heart of RPGs. The easier your character is to understand and interact with, the easier it is to have fun.

GMs will have an easier time making events in the story relevant to your PC if they know where you want that character to go. They can also pull in elements from your backstory to serve their current narrative or even use your backstory as inspiration to develop the setting and plot. Without your input, they have to rely more on guesswork.

Backstories also help you collaborate with fellow PCs. Even if the other PCs don’t know your backstory ahead of time, having one gives them new points of interaction and discovery. People can only discover your terrible secret if you have a terrible secret to discover! Also, anything that gives your PC a more pronounced personality will make them more fun to play with.

If you invite your fellow PCs to collaborate or incorporate their own characters into your backstory, it helps them invest in your story—because you’ll have also made it their story. Likewise, if you take an interest in the backstory of your fellow PCs, you can make choices that will be more fun for them to play with.

Personal Play Is Creative

Personal play is what we call the moments between sessions where you dream up new characters, develop stories about their past, work to level up and get your character sheet in order, and even just daydream possibilities for your story. You are still engaging with the shared narrative of the game, even if you’re doing it alone. That’s an experience many players find rewarding in its own right.

Finally, it’s fun! Anything you find fun can be an important part of the game. Some players actually get more enjoyment from dreaming up characters and settings than they do from rolling dice and dealing damage. Whether you’re creating a backstory for a character you’re currently playing, one you hope to play someday, or just as a way to pass the time—fun is the only reason you need.


What Makes a “Good” Backstory?

First, let’s think about the word “good.” Playing an RPG is a creative endeavor and a form of artistic expression. It’s also something most people do for fun. Applying subjective values like “good” and “bad” is generally not appropriate or helpful.

That said, you can approach creating a backstory with specific purposes in mind—like creating plot hooks for your GM or to add complexity to your character’s story. It is possible to develop your backstory to make it more useful for serving goals like those.

Make It Easy to Understand

Part of collaboration is sharing what you create. Which means you need to think about how you present your ideas. It’s fine to write ten pages of detailed character lore if you find that fun! However, the longer and more detailed your story is, the more your fellow players have to work to engage with it. While there are a few groups who might jump at that opportunity, most will appreciate something more digestible.

Keeping the information you share to a single page or a list of bullet points will make it much easier for other players to absorb. You can always expand on your ideas when people ask to hear more!

The same goes for the density of your material. If someone needs to understand fictional cultural nuance or sci-fi jargon to parse a sentence about your character, consider breaking your ideas down to principles. Evaluate what you are trying to say about your character and rephrase with broader terms.

Zorg grew up as a bonzolite largiphate in the Quantrax system. Despite being branded a Shallifex, he is happier now.

Is better served as:

Zorg was born into a lower caste on his home planet. Despite being exiled as a dissident, he is happier now because he feels like he has more freedom.

Considering what you write for yourself and what you write to share will help you collaborate with your group and feel better about how your ideas are received.


Make It Open-Ended

Because RPGs are collaborative, a backstory is more useful if there is room for other people to build on it. If your story is full of inflexible details, you run the risk of adding too much information for your GM and fellow PCs to support. You simultaneously limit the options they have to support you. This courts disappointment, as aspects of your backstory might be forgotten, contradicted, or never addressed at all.

An open-ended backstory gives the opportunity for your GM to add details that connect you to their setting and plot. It gives fellow PCs a chance to link their characters’ stories to yours. It also leaves you with the opportunity to make adjustments later on in the campaign and add new details to fit your character’s evolving story.

Establishing that your hacker Null_Br1ck is working to avenge their murdered parents is a great detail. Leaving it open allows your GM to make any of the NPCs in their game the murderer and increase the stakes for a dramatic confrontation. Saying Darkcharge Inc. CEO Giuseppe Patricidolini did it himself paints your GM into a corner. They’ll have to involve the Darkcharge corporation and Giuseppe himself to pay off on your story.

Make It Motivating

One of the best things your backstory can do is help motivate your character to action. There is a reason that so many Disney films start with a protagonist who yearns to leave the confines of their familiar home: Those are the sorts of people who go on adventures! A backstory that gives you reasons to take risks and take action will serve you and your group throughout your campaign.

Even if your vision for your character is someone who reluctantly gets pulled into adventure, it’s handy to have something in their backstory that is more important to them than complacency. You want a character who complains about adventuring while still having an adventure. If you want a little help with this idea, check out the My Character Would Never… exercise in Chapter 8.

Leave Room to Grow

Remember, a backstory is a way to get your character to the start of a narrative. It should explain, enable, and underscore the action of the game itself. You don’t want your backstory to leave your character in a state where they can’t be changed or affected by the unfolding narrative. Crafting a story with challenges, unanswered questions, and weaknesses to overcome gives the game room to develop your character into the hero you want them to be.

Part of this is being aware of the constraints of your game system. Plenty of games let you make characters who feel powerful to start. However, some systems are built around gradual advancement, and so characters usually start out feeling less capable. Certain systems won’t be able to support a backstory where your PC is the world’s greatest assassin because the rules will hold them back.

Collaborate and Listen

Many players see creating a backstory as a solo activity. While you can definitely develop a backstory on your own, I encourage you to approach it as an exercise in collaboration. Taking an interest in the stories of the other PCs and the GM’s plans for the plot and setting gives you an opportunity to develop connections to them through your backstory. Incorporating other players’ ideas into your character will reward you with a narrative that always feels invested in your character.

How Do I Incorporate My Backstory Into a Game?

Once you have developed a backstory, it’s time to pull it into the game. Some GMs ask PCs for backstory summaries, and a few groups use a Session Zero to lay the foundation for their game collaboratively. Session Zero is a term for a meeting between players where they plan aspects of their game, characters, and setting. It’s a great way to discuss things like your backstory. (You can find a guided approach to running a Session Zero in The Ultimate RPG Gameplay Guide if you want to learn more.) Outside of those circumstances, it’s usually up to PCs to work out how to pull their ideas into the game. Here are some ways you can bring your character’s story into your play.

Tell People

Talking to other players—especially your GM—about where your character came from and where you want them to go will help them be better collaborators. This means talking to people outside the game and being direct about the information you want them to have.


Is Meta-Gaming a Good Idea?

Some players keep their stories secret to prevent “meta-gaming” or to build up to surprise plot twists. I caution against working this way. It makes more work for the other players and increases the likelihood that your ideas won’t work the way you want. It’s almost impossible to collaborate with someone if you don’t know what they are trying to do. It’s much easier to have other players work with you to chase the story you are dreaming of.



Direct out-of-game conversation isn’t the only way to bring other players into your character’s backstory. You can also use narration and dialogue to communicate indirectly. If you want to hint at your character’s past as a pirate, you can describe their nautical tattoos, make them familiar with knots and navigational tools, or have them tell stories about traveling on the sea. Dropping hints about your past gives the other PCs an opportunity to investigate, ask follow-up questions, and become a part of your story.

You can also just have your character volunteer information about themselves. It is absolutely fine to have your character simply tell people about their life. There should be no stories that your character will never tell. In fiction, a secret is something that simply needs the right conditions to come out. Talking to the other PCs brings everyone into your story and builds connections between characters. That serves the game in every way!

Connect It to What’s Happening

You can also use your backstory as a way to support other people’s ideas! Collaboration works both ways, but supporting yourself while supporting someone else is easier than you think.

Could the assassin who just tried to attack your group be the childhood friend you thought died in an industrial accident? Is another PC’s mentor the same scholar who writes the books your character is obsessed with? Is the villain who destroyed your companion’s village the same swordsman who once defeated you in a duel? Asking questions like these leverages your backstory to add the significance of choices made by your fellow players.

In all of these cases, you should ask your GM and fellow players if they are open to making connections. In most cases, other players will appreciate you working to support their story. Even if your idea doesn’t fit, asking opens the door to finding something that will work better.


Appreciate How It Creates Motivation and Depth

A backstory can be present in a narrative even if it isn’t explicit—even if you are the only one appreciating it. The game, plot, and mechanics provide reasons for you to make choices as a player, but a backstory provides the character reasons to make choices.

The choice to enter a condemned government facility is much easier to justify if your character is looking for answers about their sibling’s disappearance. You’ll look at the risks inherent to that scenario differently and push the story into more exciting territory.

A backstory can also enhance your experience passively by providing context for events that are already part of the story. If your backstory says your character has only ever trained for combat, you’ll know that each hit and miss of their first battle means that they are struggling to translate that training to real life. That knowledge adds dimension to your experience that can be enjoyable even if no one else knows about it.


Let the Backstory Open Doors for You

A character’s backstory is most helpful when it motivates them to do dramatic and exciting things. If you find your backstory is holding you back or taking you away from the choices of the rest of the group, it might be doing more harm than good. Instead of asking “Should I do this?” ask “Why do I do this?”



How to Use This Book

Developing a character backstory is a creative activity, so there are infinite “right” ways to do it. That’s why this book is not an instructional manual. Instead, it’s a toolkit, workbook, creative partner, and coach. It’s here to make backstory and character development easier, faster, and hopefully more fun! Let me explain how the book works.

Structure

This book is divided into chapters based on popular tabletop RPG genres. Chapters 2 through 7 have exercises for Fantasy, Sci-Fi, Horror, X-Punk, Superhero, and Western genres. The exercises in these chapters are designed to support tropes and archetypes common to those settings. Chapter 8 covers All Genres, with material that should fit characters from just about any setting.

Each chapter is divided into exercises that will help randomize and break down the creative process. Just like an RPG, these exercises use mechanics to aid your storytelling. Each chapter has eight or more exercises, with fourteen in Chapter 8: All Genres. No matter what game you are playing or who your PC is, there should be plenty of exercises that feel relevant to their story!


Ideas over Rules

This book is meant to help you on your way to creating backstories you really love. The rules and guidelines within are only useful if they are driving your creativity. If an idea pops into your head while you are going through an exercise and the structure of the exercise seems to be getting in the way, ignore the rules! If you got an idea that you like, then the book has already helped you exactly the way it was meant to.



Some exercises can be done before character creation to give you a foundation to build on. Others can be used to flesh out a character while you are building them, or even to fill in backstory details after you finished creating your character using a game system. Some will help you organize and honor your character’s evolving story as you play. A few even have tools to help you and your GM incorporate the backstory you come up with into a game.

Many exercises in this book are intentionally more specific than the character creation tools you’d find in most RPGs. I aim to empower you to have fun making your characters distinct and nuanced. This also means that not every exercise will be a good fit for every character. Browse and find something that speaks to you.

Tools

The exercises in this book use a common set of game mechanics adapted from RPGs to aid your creativity. If you don’t know what an exercise expects you to do, take a look at the instructions in the introductory paragraphs and refer back here.


A Note about Pronouns

This book uses “they/them” as indefinite and gender-neutral pronouns. We want to represent any character you could possibly come up with, and in RPGs the possibilities are limitless.




ROLLING DICE

Certain exercises call for the use of polyhedral dice. Most die rolls will provide you a random prompt from a numbered list or table.

We use common RPG notation when referring to dice. A six-sided die will be noted as a “d6,” a ten-sided die will be referred to as a “d10,” and so on. If you need to roll multiple dice, the number of individual dice will be noted first. For example, two six-sided dice will be written as “2d6.”

Some exercises call for rolling 2d6 and adding to your result based on your answers to yes or no questions. Results are divided into three categories:


	Results of 10 or more being mostly advantageous

	Results of 7–9 providing mixed results and offering success with complications

	Results of 6 or less being mostly disadvantageous and focusing mostly on complications



This 2d6 rolling structure was adapted from mechanics created for the Apocalypse World RPG, created by Vincent and Meguey Baker. It uses further innovations to that system developed by Brandon Leon-Gambetta in his game Pasión de las Pasiones.

DRAWING CARDS

Some exercises call for a deck of standard playing cards. You’ll find prompts based on the value and suit of your draw. In all cases, an exercise will note whether or not jokers are meant to be included in your deck.

A few exercises will call for you to arrange the deck facedown on a flat surface in a ring. I recommend something roughly 12 inches in diameter. You don’t need to be exact, but ensure the ring has no gaps when you set it up. Drawing a card that creates a break in the ring provides special results or ends some mini-games.

CHOICES

Exercises that ask you to “make choices” provide a bulleted list of concepts to inspire you. These will always be preceded by a question, a sentence to complete, or a category. They will also tell you how many concepts you are supposed to pick, saying something like “Choose one” or “Choose two to three.”

These are meant to narrow your focus to a few essential concepts while answering prompts. I generally recommend treating leftover choices as getting ruled out. That means if you choose your ship to have “lasers” from a list of “lasers, rockets, or grapplers,” it won’t have rockets or grapplers.

QUESTIONS AND PROMPTS

These are open-ended questions or directions to cue you to create something specific. They are phrased in a way to avoid yes or no answers and other simple one- to two-word responses. The point is to direct your creativity while encouraging you to answer in different ways, no matter how many times you answer.

They are meant to give you deeper insights into your characters’ feelings, illustrate moments from their past, and create striking images that allude to their deeper story.

THE PRIORITY SYSTEM

Exercises using the priority system help you add complexity to simple ideas. They break down elements like characters, objects, and locations into component parts. Then they task you with making each part a priority from 1 to 5. Read the corresponding descriptions to understand how the different levels of priority affect the detail you are defining. This ensures your ideas have strengths, vulnerabilities, assets, and complications.

Generally speaking, the closer you rate something to priority 1, the more beneficial it will be to your character. Conversely, ranking something priority 5 indicates complications or challenges to your character. Ranking something close to 3 will make it less relevant overall and not really positive or negative.


When Things Go “Array”

If your setting calls for more volatile strengths and weaknesses or just something less dramatic than the top and bottom ranks allow, the standard 1–5 ranks might not work for you. Instead, you can try using one of these arrays:


	1, 1, 3, 5, 5

	2, 2, 3, 3, 5

	1, 2, 2, 4, 4

	1, 3, 3, 3, 5



The point of the priority system is to make anything you create varied between strengths and weaknesses. Changing things a little in either direction will still give you interesting results!
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Fantasy

For many people, fantasy is synonymous with RPGs, thanks to dungeon-crawling sword and sorcery popularized by Dungeons & Dragons. Fantasy focuses on heroic travelers from different backgrounds questing for wealth, glory, and righteousness by exploring the world, battling monsters and hostile kingdoms, and growing in power as they go. These worlds are home to elves, dwarves, and dragons—drawing influence from mythology and foundational fiction like The Lord of the Rings and Conan the Barbarian.

Fantasy has countless variations. Primary-world fantasy incorporates fantastic elements like magic, monsters, and nonhuman civilizations into the real world; secondary-world fantasy creates an entirely fictional world unrelated to the earth or its history. Some fantasy focuses on speculative exploration of how the fantastic might change the way people live, while others use tropes to explore new mythology. There are dozens (if not hundreds) of subgenres that influence what “fantasy” means.

For that reason, it is difficult to make generalizations about fantasy protagonists. However, exploration and growth are popular themes in most types of fantasy. To get you started, here are questions to help you develop goals, beliefs, strengths, and challenges for your fantasy hero.


Fantasy d20 Questions

[image: Image] Roll a d20 three times and answer the corresponding questions for your character:


	
1. When did your character first feel powerful or capable based on their own abilities? Does this power excite, assure, or intimidate them?

	
2. What is something your character has always wanted to learn? Where do they think they will be able to learn it?

	
3. Where would your character have heard stories of far-off places? What fascinated them the most about these stories?

	
4. What is a tradition that your character grew up with that is unusual in the wider world? Do they feel compelled to share it?

	
5. What is something your character had forbidden to them growing up? Did your character desire this forbidden thing?

	
6. Who does your character see as their most important teacher? What was the biggest disagreement they had with this teacher? In what way were they most aligned?

	
7. What goal or prize is your character chasing, even passively? What goal or prize have they abandoned? Why?

	
8. Who or what does your character most crave validation from? How did they develop these values?

	
9. What challenge does your character dread even if they would not run from it? Why does this challenge stand out?

	
10. Does your character have a place they feel at home? If so, why would they choose to leave? If not, what would tempt them to settle?

	
11. Who does your character pity? Would that person or group see themselves as pitiable?

	
12. What knowledge or skill does your character have that no one else does? Do they understand this is special?

	
13. What secret does your character keep that is dangerous to them? Who else knows this secret?

	
14. Who is your character’s most formidable foe? What would it take to change this relationship? Does your character want that?

	
15. What flaw, weakness, or vulnerability is your character sensitive about? How do they manage their sensitivity?

	
16. What was your character’s favorite story growing up? Why did they love it? Who told it to them?

	
17. What skill did your character learn to survive? What skill did they learn out of interest?

	
18. What question does your character long to find an answer for? What answer do they hope for? What answer do they fear?

	
19. How does your character show affection for friends, people they respect, romantic interests, and people they want to protect?

	
20. What is your character good at hiding about themselves? What are they bad at hiding?



My Culture Is Less Weird When You Get to Know Me

Fantasy often brings together beings with very different backgrounds, allowing them to learn about one another as they work toward a common goal. Early on in your adventures you can have a lot of fun defining cultural norms that appear odd to outside observers.

This exercise will help you create compelling objects, decorations, and behaviors to make your character stand out in interesting ways. Define different elements of your character’s culture by making choices and answering the following questions.

Accessory

This is an aesthetic accent to your appearance that carries cultural significance. In your culture, this sort of accessory is always visible. You might conceal it in the wider world, but you would never dream of going without it.


	
Pick two things that make this accessory odd:

	It looks as though it’s alive

	It reminds people of death

	It drastically alters your appearance

	You consider it formal, and outsiders consider it informal

	The materials used to make it are unusual








	
What is this accessory? Where is it worn? Describe what it looks like:
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	Based on its appearance, what rumors do outsiders spread about its true nature?
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	What does it actually represent in your culture? Why does that bring you pride in the face of prejudice?
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Food

You grew up enjoying a food that isn’t commonly eaten outside your culture or species. Others find it disgusting or brutish, but to you it brings comfort.


	
This food is… (choose one):

	A rare and exciting treat

	A staple of your culture’s cuisine

	Something common to eat for survival





	
Choose two traits that make it odd to outsiders:

	It uses something that is poisonous to others

	It comes from a creature other cultures consider a nuisance or associate with decay

	It possesses a strong flavor that outsiders consider overpowering or painful

	It has a strong and distinct scent

	The texture or appearance of this food reminds outsiders of unpleasant things








	
What sort of food is this? Does it come from an animal or plant? Is this a meal on its own or something one would use to season other food? Describe it:
[image: Image]
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	What complaints or comments do people make about this food when you eat it? Do any of them make you feel self-conscious?
[image: Image]
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	What fond memory do you have of this food from your home?
[image: Image]
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Sound

You grew up with a song, instrument, chant, or prayer that is specific to your culture. Either there is a great deal of cultural importance placed on it, or you find it comforting to hear.


	
Choose two things most outsiders dislike about this sound:

	It involves high, piercing notes

	It has intimidating and powerful low notes

	The lyrics or words are easy to misunderstand or are frightening

	It is almost unavoidably loud

	It involves an instrument that makes it even more disruptive








	Is this a prayer, song, or something else?
[image: Image]
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Why is it important to your culture? When are you expected to make this sound?
[image: Image]
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	Why is it important to you? Are you considered skilled or unskilled with this sound, according to your culture?
[image: Image]
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	What is the politest way you have been told to stop making this sound?
[image: Image]
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Tool

You carry a tool in your culture that is a staple of everyday life and gets used frequently. Elsewhere, this tool doesn’t exist or it looks very different.


	
Choose two facts about the way this tool is used in your culture:

	It was created for a specific purpose but is used for many daily tasks

	It is tied to a specific milestone and is often a gift from people close to you

	It is a celebrated aspect of an honored position

	It has an almost ceremonial routine for maintenance

	Its intended purpose is essential for living as your species or in your ancestral homeland





	
Choose two things that make this tool unusual to outsiders:

	It is associated with a task that outsiders find distasteful at best or taboo at worst

	It looks dangerous

	Outsiders commonly see it used in a frightening context

	Outsiders really can’t have a context for how it is intended to be used

	The decorative nature of its design obscures its purpose








	What was this tool designed to do? Do you use it for other things?
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	What is the most outlandish question you have been asked about this tool?
[image: Image]
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	When have you seen someone from outside your culture use this tool? Did they use it correctly? How did you feel seeing this?
[image: Image]
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Your Order’s Banner

Membership in a sacred or secret order carries plenty of narrative opportunity. Some of that rests in how you establish and display your membership. Fantasy provides opportunity to make something more interesting than a badge.

This exercise helps define details for the symbol you carry from an important order. Use the priority system to rate the following categories from 1 to 5 without repeating a number, with 1 making that aspect more beneficial or important to your character, and 5 making it unimportant or detrimental to your character.

    Reputation__________

    Renown__________

    Concealability__________

    Authority__________

    Utility__________

Now read the prompts that correspond to each rank to create your concept. (For example, if you ranked Reputation 1, you would follow the first direction in the Reputation list.)

Reputation

This determines how the larger world views your organization. If your order is well-regarded, then your banner might open doors and ease tensions as you travel. If not, it could cause problems.


	
1. Members of this order are known for being righteous, powerful, and capable. Most people you encounter will be welcoming and gracious. Seeing your banner may even inspire hope in the hopeless. Any enemies will be cautious about how they choose to defy or engage you.

	
2. Your order is well regarded. Most folks who recognize your banner will respond positively. However, it is either affiliated with something corrupt or imperfect, or with stories that are so good they are hard to believe. In some cases, you need to devote time to proving yourself and your mission to skeptics.

	
3. Your order is either well loved or well respected, but not both. You can choose to have most people either be happy to see your banner or to respect the institution it represents.

	
4. Your order has a checkered past. It might have been valorous at one point and fallen from grace or have a reputation marred by propaganda, or there is so much misinformation you can’t possibly account for expectations to live up to.

	
5. Your order is generally hated and feared. This can be earned or unearned, but when people recognize your banner, they will generally see a threat.



Renown

This determines how known your order and its banners are. Some organizations are household names known throughout the land; others are esoteric groups known to an educated few, and others are secrets best kept hidden.


	
1. Stories of your order are universal. Everyone you encounter is likely to recognize your banner if they see it, even in places very far away.

	
2. Most people near your homeland will recognize your banner and the position it grants within your order. The farther you get from home, the greater the chance there will be confusion and misinformation.

	
3. Your banner is either only recognizable to certain groups of people or widely recognizable, but very few people know how to authenticate it. This can cast doubt on you and cut you off from useful social advantages.

	
4. Your order is in some way secret or defunct. Only very specific people will recognize your banner. This severely limits the power of your title, but it can still be useful in the right circumstances.

	
5. Your order is entirely secret. Only other members will recognize your banner, and that is by design. Unless you are dealing with a fellow member, your banner can only cause trouble.




Concealability

This determines how easy it is to hide your banner when you need to. Sometimes you need to move in secret, and that is much easier if your banner can be hidden away.


	
1. Your banner is perfectly hidden while not on display, making it impossible for an enemy to find while searching for you. It can also be produced at will in a case where you need to prove yourself.

	
2. Your banner is small and has a trick to being seen. Perhaps it is only visible in a specific kind of light, or it is a tattoo on an easily hidden part of your body. Well-informed enemies might know where to look, but it isn’t something they can do casually.

	
3. Your banner is small, portable, and easily hidden—like a ring, badge, amulet, or tattoo on an extremity. It can be found in a search or even lost or stolen. However, it is easy to move and keep safe, especially if you want to travel in secret.

	
4. Your banner is large and visible. If it is an object, it is something like a sword, shield, or flag. If it is a marking on your body, it is located somewhere that is difficult to conceal or is just very large. Without care, it will be found, and hiding it might draw suspicion.

	
5. Your banner is large and unmistakable. It might be a uniform or a full suit of armor. If it is a part of you, it could be an extreme modification like a metal limb or glowing eyes. Even if people don’t know what it means, they will see it.



Authority

This determines the legal and social privileges generally granted to a member of your order. They can get you an audience with powerful people, allow you to control legal processes, and even provide exemption from certain crimes.


	
1. This banner entitles you to many special privileges. You might be exempt from certain laws, have jurisdiction over royalty, or have access to highly restricted information and locations anywhere it is recognized.

	
2. In specific areas, you have at least one very special privilege that almost no one else has. It also earns you a portion of general respect anywhere it is recognized, gaining you an audience with powerful people—if not influence over them.

	
3. Your banner offers a modest level of authority anywhere it is recognized. In specific cases it might even allow you access to tools and information that are normally privileged.

	
4. This banner carries both authority and responsibility. You may find a level of respect and be granted special authority where it is recognized. However, you will also be expected to adhere to a strict and difficult code of conduct.

	
5. This banner carries no special authority even if it is recognized. It may even identify you as a pariah or enemy of the state.



Utility

This category determines if your banner also acts as a useful tool, enhances your abilities, or even grants you special powers.


	
1. This banner grants you extraordinary powers. It might transform you, grant you special abilities, or enable you to fight powerful enemies.

	
2. This banner provides you access to a few specialized powers that enhance your natural abilities. These powers have a specific purpose and might be limited by rules.

	
3. This banner is an important tool in its own right. It might be a weapon that targets a specific enemy, a shield that provides special protection, or an aid to your senses. It allows you to do a specific thing more effectively.

	
4. This banner is also a specialized mundane or lightly magical tool. It might unfold into a magnifying glass, contain a set of lock picks, or hold a healing salve. Its use is limited but handy.

	
5. This banner is simply a banner and does nothing but identify you with your order.




A Code of Honor

Many fantasy protagonists are sworn to follow a code that spurs them to action and challenges them on their journey. Some games have these codes built into their setting or draw on codes of conduct from historical organizations. Sometimes, though, it’s better write your own rules!

Make choices, use character-building mechanics, and answer prompts to develop a complex and interesting code of honor for your character.

The Core of the Code

Before you create rules for your code, you need to know why it exists. Most codes of honor are meant to guide behavior to serve a specific agenda. There is a reason behind every rule—even if it is not clear at first.

WHAT AUTHORITY CREATED THE CODE?


	
Choose all that apply:

	
A god: Your code is dictated by a specific deity or religion. It is designed to honor the core tenets of that religion or the deity’s domain.

	
A culture: Your code is dictated by a culture of familial tradition. It is designed to connect you to an identity and honor the people you share it with.

	
An order: Your code is dictated by an organization with specific goals and values. It is designed to compel someone to serve those goals and honor those values.

	
A philosophy: Your code is the result of an idealistic commitment. It is designed to keep your behavior true to your beliefs.

	
An oath: Your code is connected to a promise you made to another individual or to yourself. It is designed to keep you true to your word.







It’s okay for these to overlap. A culture might bind you to a god; committing to a philosophy might involve an oath. Knowing the authority mandating your code tells you who wrote the rules and who judges how they are meant to be followed.


WHY DID THEY WRITE IT?


	
Choose all that apply:

	
Protection: These rules help adherents defend something precious. They were written to prioritize the existence and well-being of that thing.

	
Pursuit: These rules help adherents seek and claim something. They were written to prioritize that pursuit.

	
Virtue: These rules impose a sense of morality, fairness, or honor. They were written to enable idealized behavior.

	
Prestige: These rules were designed to exalt adherents. They were written to define a higher standard of behavior for a special group.

	
Definition: These rules distinguish a group or identity. They were written to determine who belongs and who does not.

	
Control: These rules were written to bind adherents, perhaps to protect themselves or others, or to prevent an unwanted circumstance.







This lets you know what your code is trying to achieve. That will help you navigate situations where the code seems to contradict itself or even to evaluate if you want to continue to follow it.

DECIDING ON YOUR CODE

Based on your choices, think about the following questions:


	Who created your code?

	What is your code trying to achieve?

	Who determines how it should be followed?

	Is this code objective or open to interpretation?



Writing the Rules

Next, you’ll need to define specific rules for your code. These are broken into two categories: I Must Always—rules that compel you to take specific actions, and I Must Never—rules that create taboos and restrict your behavior in specific ways.

For each, choices will help you define your rule and how strictly it must be followed. The choices you make for each rule are tied to a point value. The higher the point total for a rule, the more impactful it will be. Track the combined total for all of your rules to complete your code. I recommend most codes stay between twelve and twenty points. This ensures your code doesn’t become overly complicated or restrictive.


I MUST ALWAYS…

These rules are more interesting if they guide you toward difficult or risky behavior. It should be a challenge to honor your code and a temptation to divert from it.


	
This rule compels me to… (choose one to three):

	Face danger +1

	Serve others +1

	Follow a procedure +1

	Take a difficult path +1

	Add to my priorities +1

	Endure pain or suffering +1








	The basic rule is: ___________________________________________________________





	
How flexible is it? This determines how clear and open to interpretation or exception a rule is.

	
Inflexible (+3): There are no exceptions to this rule.

	
Strict (+2): Choose one exception that makes it easier to follow this rule.

	
Flexible (+1): Choose two exceptions that make it easier to follow this rule.





	
Exceptions

	
Timeline: This rule doesn’t always compel immediate action. As long as you work to act on a reasonable timeline, you are not in violation.

	
Conditions: There are specific conditions when this rule does not apply. If you need to break it, there is a right way to do it.

	
Valid Targets: This rule only applies when dealing with specific people or groups.

	
Invalid Targets: This rule does not apply to specific people, groups, or organizations.








	Summarize your rule with a simple statement:
“I must always __________________________________________________________________.”

Rule point totals:__________, __________, __________,






I MUST NEVER…

These rules are more interesting if they make finding solutions to problems more complicated, encourage defining character traits, and force you to confront temptation. Although these rules are meant to restrict you, they shouldn’t remove you from the action.


	
This rule… (choose one to three):

	Forbids a common behavior +2

	Forbids an unusual behavior +1

	Forbids a pleasure +1

	Limits your options +1

	Compels an aversion +1








	The basic rule is: ____________________________________________________________





	
How flexible is it?

	
Inflexible (+3): There are no exceptions to this rule.

	
Strict (+2): Choose one exception that makes it easier to follow this rule.

	
Flexible (+1): Choose two exceptions that make it easier to follow this rule.





	
Exceptions

	
Scale: This rule applies in degrees and allows for lesser violations.

	
Conditions: There are specific conditions when this rule does not apply. If you need to break it, there is a right way to do it.

	
Interpretation: Wording suggests more than one valid approach to following this rule.

	
Valid Targets: This rule only applies when dealing with specific people or situations.

	
Invalid Targets: This rule does not apply to specific groups or situations.








	Summarize your rule with a simple statement:
“I must never ______________________________________________________.”

Rule point totals:__________, __________, __________,





Under Penalty

Violating a code of honor should have consequences. In the realm of fantasy, those consequences can be supernatural—such as revoking gifts or doling out curses and other punishments. They can also be mundane, like sanctions from a governing body, or even just feelings of guilt and remorse.

The penalties are divided into three levels based on the severity of the violation. Each level also has a method of repentance for a person in violation to return to good standing. You can either create penalties based on the specific violation or create stock penalties that are applied to every violation indiscriminately. If you choose stock penalties, add +2 points to your code total.
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