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Introduction

In the world of RPGs, there are few things more cathartic than finally bringing a hated enemy to justice. After all, a critical roll (crit) is just a number on a die if it doesn’t deal a devastating blow to a hated foe. A revealed truth is less shocking without a menacing name behind it all. And the more a party hates, pities, or loves a villain (against their better judgment), the better their heroic moments will be.

Villains don’t make the game, but they do make the game better. Of course, making an interesting villain isn’t simple or easy. Most game systems provide GMs with stat blocks and abilities, but it’s up to you to bring those elements into a 3D, fleshed-out character. Let’s face it, as soon as your big bad evil guy (BBEG) takes the stage, most parties are looking to bat at them like a piñata. Regardless of whether your villains are NPCs or PCs, if you don’t know who they are and how you want to use them, it’s easy to miss the moments that could take your game to the next level. That’s where The Ultimate RPG Villain Backstory Guide comes in.

This book will help you turn even ordinary villains into characters who are nuanced, complex, or simply wretched enough to push your games to unexpected and exciting places. Each part of The Ultimate RPG Villain Backstory Guide is inspired by game mechanics and rules to make the creative process easy and fun. The introductory chapter defines necessary terminology and gets at the heart of what a villain is. Then, the How to Use This Book chapter provides context on the different types of activities in the book and even helps you start thinking about who your characters are. Each of the five villain chapters presents a themed and curated collection of new ways to look at and flesh out your characters. These chapters explore familiar villain archetypes ranging from Outlaws, Believers, the privileged Opulent, and more, using seven or more activities. The activities vary widely, coming in seven different types:


	
Style Guides: Where you learn your villains’ visuals and personalities

	
Five X: Where you explore five aspects along a central theme

	
Priority: Where you define what is most important to your characters

	
Mini Games: Where you play and reveal essential character traits

	
Tables: Where you are prompted and can see your characters in action

	
Definitional: Where you dig deep into what makes your characters themselves

	
Making a Team Player: Where you begin to understand your characters as part of a group



Ultimately, this book and its activities are designed for whatever nefarious villains you can cook up. Whether you’re a seasoned GM who is looking to draw inspiration from the big bads or a new player who wants to create more nuanced characters for their next PCs, The Ultimate RPG Villain Backstory Guide will help you bring your dreaded (and maybe misunderstood) villains to life.
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Villain Basics

To use this book, you’ll need to be familiar with some common RPG terms. Even if you are an RPG veteran, we want to make sure your lexicon matches ours. After that, we’ll describe what a villain is and what we’re hoping to do by providing a thorough backstory. Only then can you properly start fleshing out your bad guys.



Defining Terms

Before you dig in, here is a chance to familiarize yourself with our basic terminology. If you’ve played RPGs before, this will seem pretty elementary, but if you’re new to this hobby, this section will give you a solid foundation. Note: For clarity’s sake, important words and terms will appear in bold type throughout this section.


What Is an RPG?

A role-playing game (RPG) is a type of game where players generate narratives through shared imagination. The core concept behind RPGs is similar to imagination games you might have played when you were young. Playing “house” or using action figures asks 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 (usually dice) help adults make sense of what comes naturally to most children.

RPGs foster communication, empathy, and problem-solving skills, and they provide a fantastic outlet for creative expression. Plus, stories built with RPGs have evolved into their own form of entertainment called actual play, where groups record or stream their game sessions for an audience. This book can help you break down some of the storytelling techniques in popular actual-play productions like One Shot or Critical Role.




PCs and GMs

Everyone involved in an RPG is playing the game and is therefore a player. When referring to players in this book, the term refers to everyone at the table. Traditional RPGs have specific roles that work differently to make the game function. Broadly speaking, the most popular meta roles are player character (PC) and Game Master (GM). You may take on either of these roles while using this book.


WHAT IS A PC?

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

Narratively, PCs are the main characters of the story (usually protagonists, but in our case, villains), and players in the PC role are the primary authors of their story. PC players choose how their character thinks, looks, sounds, and acts. PCs interact with outside forces like other players and randomization, so 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. Players will usually also manage their character’s stats (statistics) and abilities throughout gameplay.

A player’s responsibilities and the overall function of this role can vary from game to game. In some games, the most important aspects of a PC are numbers that make up their vital statistics. Others call for players to pay attention to their character’s emotional state based on events in the game. Some games focus on both.




WHAT IS A GM?

Many RPGs include a specialized role that controls any elements of the game that are not PCs. The title for this role varies, but this book calls it the Game Master (GM).

The GM is like a narrator, director, producer, supporting actor, and crew rolled into one person. Colloquially, we say the GM “runs” the game. The GM is usually also the arbiter of a game’s rules. Sometimes there are no clear rules in a game system for what’s happening; sometimes there are a few contradictory rules that might apply. The GM is tasked with deciding what to do in those situations. The GM also role-plays. They control the actions, appearances, and personalities of non-player characters (NPCs), which function to support or oppose PCs in the story. They also control the game world’s environment, landscape, and time, all while managing the story’s narrative.









What Is a Backstory?

A character’s “backstory” is whatever took place in their past to bring them to the beginning of our story. Often developed outside of gameplay, this gameplay element explains a character’s motivations, abilities, and personality. Technically, you don’t need one; it’s possible to jump right into a character with nothing to orient you.

However, backstories are useful. They ground a character, they create a logical explanation of why they are who they are. When looking to develop a character further or make a choice within the game, you can look to their backstory for inspiration. Developing a backstory can also surprise you with new information you didn’t consider about your character or their world. Finally, it’s just another way to have fun when you don’t happen to be at the gaming table.




What Is a Villain?

Before we start the full creation process, let’s lay out what “villain” means in this book. In most media, a villain is an antagonist. A character who opposes or takes hostile action against the heroes of the story. This guide has plenty of material for developing antagonists, regardless of whether you’re a GM or a PC.

However, this book was also written for people who want to develop villainous PCs. If you are looking to play an evil campaign or just bring a morally dubious character to your table, this book has you covered. But this means our definition of “villain” needs to stretch further than who is at the center of the story.

For this book, any character who performs immoral or evil acts can be a villain. We want even those characters with villainous tendencies to benefit from exercises in this book. It covers traditional “bad guys,” nontraditional “good guys,” and all manner of in-betweens. The only thing we truly believe a villain “should” be is interesting. Sometimes that comes from a tragic backstory dripping with pathos. Sometimes it comes from doing all the wrong things with charismatic flair. Sometimes it comes from compelling ties to your PCs. Your villain should be fun to play as and fun to play with. A lich bent on world domination, a mafia enforcer with a gambling addiction, a sheriff willing to abandon the law to keep a specific kind of peace, or a city clerk who delights in inconveniencing people are all concepts that can be developed using tools and exercises in these pages.


How to Use Non-PC Villains

In games, villains are a huge part of what drives a story forward. They maintain or create the conditions that make heroes want to change the world. Even if the only thing a player wants is gold and XP, they usually must overcome a villain to get them.

As a GM, you don’t need a super complex villain to call the PCs to action. Simply declaring that a dragon exists is enough for some parties to try to slay it. However, the more interesting you make your villain, the greater your party’s motivation. If that dragon captured a princess and destroyed a character’s home in the process, or if the dragon happens to have killed another party member’s brother, it gives everyone more to work with.

Villains add personality to the challenges the do-gooders face, giving themes a sneering and malevolent face. They matter because everything in a game matters. The more fun a villain is to play with or against, the better your game will be for everyone at the table.




Villains As Protagonists

If you’re in a player role and are interested in making your PC on the morally gray (or black) end of the scale, don’t worry: Your character can still act as a “protagonist.” There are “evil” campaigns built around openly villainous protagonists or morally dubious ideas like crime, violence, and dark magic. Also, antiheroes have traditionally heroic goals or perform heroic actions while employing methods that are ethically questionable.

Making villains into PCs and giving PCs villainous traits can present challenges to a game. In a traditional heroic campaign, the social contract that makes collaboration possible is reinforced by the morality of the characters. Most PCs don’t steal from, betray, lie to, or hurt each other in part because the characters themselves see it as wrong. Once players are responsible for representing a character who isn’t bound by that morality, the question changes from “Why would I do those things?” to “Why wouldn’t I?”

While you can do anything when writing on your own, at an RPG table, your decisions immediately impact your collaborators. That means that being true to a villainous character can make you hard to work with. This book offers many tools to help PC villains work, but here are a few basic guidelines.


VALUES OVER MORALS

This book’s goal is to help you play a villain without becoming a villain. This is tricky when you really want to play a character who lacks a grounding morality. What is stopping a villainous PC from lying to, stealing from, and attacking people when they don’t follow societal morals telling them those behaviors are wrong? Rather than thinking of PC villains in terms of morality, we suggest framing them in terms of values.

While morals are shaped by external forces like societal views and ethics, values exist internally. Values are an expression of what your character believes is important, which means they can be sculpted for practical effect. A character can have absolutely no hang-ups about stealing in general but still hold the belief that it isn’t good to steal from friends or comrades. Values let you stay true to a character who could easily be called evil, corrupt, or immoral, who still won’t bother your fellow players.




BE A TEAM PLAYER

Constructing practical values adapts a villain into the role of a protagonist. In pop culture, you’ll see villains putting their megalomaniacal egos aside long enough to team up against the hero or even join the hero to tackle a larger threat. Creating these types of behaviors sculpts a character’s values to make them fit into situations that would normally be impossible for a villain’s lax morals.

As you use this book to craft devious wrongdoers and bring them to the table, remember that your character can always develop values that shape their beliefs, priorities, and judgments. Understanding how to manipulate this will help your villain believably and authentically fit into any situation.
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How to Use This Book

This book is divided into chapters based on five different “types” of villains: Outlaws, Leaders, Believers, the Opulent, and Supernatural. Each chapter is broken down into exercises designed to help you develop a specific aspect of a villain’s personality or backstory and tools that help you manage some of these creative choices during a game. Use these tools and exercises as desired to help build a villainous backstory; you may reuse an exercise for another character and produce very different results. In some instances, the book may ask you to think about answers or questions; you may find it suitable to use a notebook to further flesh out these ideas, so make sure to keep one on hand.



Understanding “You”

If you have spent enough time at role-playing tables, you have probably been addressed as your character before, with fellow players referring to your character’s actions as your own. This is immersive and more eloquent than repeating the words “your character” over and over.

In this book, you will sometimes maintain a separation between yourself and your character (like in the metatextual dynamics of the game or in an introduction to an exercise). However, in the exercises and tools themselves, “you” is used in reference to your character. There will also be a few sections framed with “I” statements that refer to your character.

Not all the information you create during exercises will be things your character knows. If there is a moment when you are wondering if you should be planning as a character or a player, it’s best to act as a player.




Components

This book uses a few consistent components in its tools and exercises. To avoid any confusion, you can reference what they are and what they do here.


Prompts

Prompts are pieces of information you will interpret into the construction of your character. They can be single words, phrases, or sentences that define character details. These flexible prompts provide constraints and direction to empower your creativity. Like options in a game system, you choose or roll for them to jump-start your ideas. Don’t reject them immediately if they don’t seem to work with your character—embrace the challenge if you can.





Questions

Questions are open-ended queries to guide your thinking. Their purpose is to expand different character details and open you to possibilities you haven’t considered. They are usually presented alongside blank space so you can fill in answers like you would in any workbook.

Sometimes a question will introduce a piece of information, then ask for specific details like “You were attacked with a strange weapon. How did it scar the battlefield?” Instead of explicitly asking a question, you get to plug in the details here. A strange weapon exists, so you get to decide what it is.




Randomizers

RPG players know that sometimes the best way to add novelty to your creations is to throw in a random element. Just like your favorite tabletop games, this book uses tools to provide random options.


DICE

Dice used in this book range between four and twenty. This book uses a common shorthand for dice by writing the letter “d” followed by a numeral denoting the number of faces. For example, your average six-sided casino dice are d6s because they have six faces. If you need to roll multiple dice, it will be noted in the abbreviation before the die’s type. For example, 2d12, 3d8, and 4d6.




CARDS

When this book refers to “cards,” it means a deck of standard playing cards you might use for a game of poker. You’ll want to remove the jokers from the deck before use. Generally, results on tables are sorted by value, but some tables reference color or suit for more options.

Some card-based exercises call for you to spread out a deck of cards in a face-down “ring” arrangement. When drawing from a deck arranged like this, the cards will be laid on top of one another in an unbroken line, forming the “ring.” It’s possible to create a gap in the ring by drawing certain cards, and it’s hard to predict which cards will do that. When a draw creates a gap in the ring, it will trigger a specific effect, usually the end of the game. Note: If you are having trouble visualizing a break in the ring, look up the game King’s Cup, and you’ll find plenty of visual guides.







Pick Lists

These are lists of options, usually prompts, that you will be asked to select from to add detail to aspects of your character. Each list notes how many options you are expected to choose. Usually, it’s best to assume that choosing a set of options from one of these lists excludes choosing the others. This will help ground your character in specifics and keep you from spreading your creativity too broadly.




Priority

The priority system asks you to assign values to different concepts between 1 and 5; concepts closer to 1 are more advantageous, and concepts closer to 5 are more problematic. Always give each concept a rank from 1 to 5 without repeating a number. Once you have established your priorities, read the prompts attached to each assigned number so you can see how your decisions have shaped that aspect of your character overall.

Priority exercises help ensure that your character has varied strengths and weaknesses while opening you up to surprising narrative opportunities.




Mini Games

Mini games are compact RPGs that can be played on their own or paired with the action of another role-playing system. They use all the elements in this book to create unique gaming experiences.




PBtA Rolling

Some exercises call you to roll 2d6 and provide different actions based on results of 10 or greater, 7–9, and 6 or less. This mechanic is adapted from the Powered by the Apocalypse system developed by Vincent and Meguey Baker for their game Apocalypse World. Some of this book’s exercises grant bonuses to these rolls based on your answers to yes or no questions. This innovation was developed by Brandon Leon-Gambetta for his game Pasión de las Pasiones.







Villain Creation Exercises

Before you jump into the more specific exercises, this section provides some foundational ways to brainstorm. You may already have a character concept in mind, and this section will distill that idea into useful parts: Themes, Imagery, and Color Palette.


Themes

Themes are essential concepts for your character and their story. They define ideas you’ll explore through the character. They don’t dictate the details of your character’s story, but they give you an idea of what that story might be about. Knowing your character’s themes can keep your creativity grounded and consistent, protecting the core of what you like about your character as they develop. Themes also give you a direction to build toward when you get stuck.

Identifying themes is easy in concept. In a notebook, simply write down three ideas that feel most important to your character. These ideas can be anything from emotions to motivations or even conditions. Note: It’s normal to refine your list as a character develops, and some direction is certainly better than none.

If you are feeling stuck, consider some of the following themes commonly associated with villains: revenge, betrayal, rage, nihilism, cruelty, zealotry, prejudice, superiority, resentment, or obsession.




Imagery

Imagery is a collection of specific ideas and images related to a character’s core themes. The connection between a piece of imagery and a theme can be direct, abstract, or even poetic. Ideally, imagery is something that can be experienced by one or more senses—something you can see, hear, touch, smell, or taste. The most important thing about imagery is that you understand what connects that concept to the theme.

It’s helpful to have bits of imagery you associate with your character because they make it easier to create details that feel relevant. Within the style guide sections especially, imagery will help make the physical and visual details about your character feel connected to their story. Answering prompts in terms of established imagery will make ideas flow more easily.

To create imagery, you can try this exercise. In a notebook, create a three-column table with six rows. At the top of each column, write each of your three core themes, then write down six ideas you associate with each one.

If you are having trouble, consider the ways this imagery connects to some of the example themes referenced above. Your table may look something like this:





	Resentment

	Obsession

	Nihilism





	1. Bitter flavors

	1. Clinging vines

	1. Hollow objects




	2. Scars

	2. Sustained notes on string instruments

	2. Shadows




	3. Glowing embers

	3. Nails

	3. Jarring silence




	4. Carrion bird calls

	4. Conspiracy webs

	4. Dust




	5. Ravens

	5. Lingering odors

	5. Empty skies




	6. Burns

	6. Fractals

	6. Numbness










Color Palette

Finally, take a moment to identify three to four colors you want to associate with your character. These are simply a few colors you think might appear on your character’s body, clothing, or equipment. Defining a color palette like this simply makes it easier to determine the look of different character details. Take a couple of minutes to brainstorm some colors you might like to use for your villain.

Color palettes are a common way to define a cohesive look for characters that appear in visual media. Whether you notice or not, you already associate some of your favorite villains with iconic color palettes. Consider the examples below:


	
Darth Vader: Black, silver, red

	
The Joker: Purple, green, white, red

	
Doctor Doom: Green, gray, gold

	
The Wicked Witch: Black, green

	
Sephiroth: Black, silver, blue



While some of these colors overlap, it’s easy to see a villain through the colors of their “brand.”







Moving to the Activities

It’s time to move on to the tools and exercises included throughout this book. If you ever feel that you need more of a foundation to use any of them, return here to revisit your Themes, Imagery, and Color Palette. The more you support these central parts of your character, the stronger your character’s presence becomes.
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Outlaw

Outlaws are villains specifically because of their illegal activity and separation from society. They are highwaymen, smugglers, assassins, mafiosos, and any sort of evildoers who have a criminal reputation. They are usually openly pursued by the forces of justice in their settings.

These villains split the difference between being pushed to the shadows and fringes to avoid capture by the law, and having so much money, influence, and power that they are near untouchable. The difference between an Outlaw and many of the other villain types featured in this book is that Outlaws depend on an explicitly unlawful activity to give them power. Even if they have legitimate-appearing interests, it is all a thin veneer to cover their criminal heart.


Example Outlaw Villains

[image: ] Tropes


	Mafia Boss

	Hitman

	Thief

	Smuggler

	Racketeer

	Petty Supervillain

	Bandit Leader

	Arms Dealer

	Neighborhood Gang Leader



[image: ] From Media


	Walter “Heisenberg” White, Breaking Bad


	Professor Moriarty, Sherlock Holmes


	Tuco, The Good, the Bad and the Ugly


	Cad Bane, Star Wars


	The Punisher, Marvel Comics (antihero)







Outlaw Style Guide

Every villain benefits from having a distinctive look. This style guide will help you decorate your Outlaw with four distinct elements that will help them stand out. Use the Themes, Imagery, and Color Palette you developed in the Villain Creation Exercises (Chapter 2) to inform your choices and respond to these prompts.


Accent Feature: Scar

This is a physical symbol of a more openly violent past. It may have healed over, and you may claim that this past is behind you, but the scar is always there to remind the world of your history with brutality. Choose a high-visibility place for this scar to be: your face, hands, neck, head, etc. Then, answer the questions below.


	This scar is… (choose two):

	Permanently discolored

	Jagged and messy

	Accented by stitch marks

	More flattering than disfiguring

	Constantly painful








	The person who gave this scar to you… (choose two):

	Is celebrated as a hero

	Was killed by your hands

	Has a scar of their own

	Was once very close to you

	Can’t escape you forever







[image: ] This scar has in some way become associated with your identity. Does this manifest in a nickname, symbol, or concealing accessory?
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[image: ] What about your scar is forbidden for most people close to you? Who do you allow to interact with your scar in ways that no others can?
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Lucky Object

This is a small and unassuming thing that you carry with you almost everywhere. Something you fidget with or idly touch throughout your day.


	Most people find it unassuming because… (choose two):

	It is damaged or incomplete in some way

	It is a fairly common object with very narrow uses

	It has little monetary value

	Most people would lack the skill or insight to put it to use

	It is small and easy to conceal








	When you hold it, you can’t help but… (choose two):

	Bring it up in conversation

	Compulsively open and close it

	Toss it into the air and catch it

	Spin or roll it across available surfaces

	Use it to inform your decisions







[image: ] This object has a relationship with death—either involved with a near-death experience, can be used to take life, or is used in life-and-death decisions. What moments do you save it for?
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[image: ]

[image: ] Something extraordinary happened to you the day this object came into your life. How did that event make it lucky?
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Ride

Outlaws need a way to get around and get away. You might use a number of vehicles or beasts that help you get from place to place, but this one is special.


	This method of transportation has nearly unmatched… (choose two):

	Speed

	Stealth

	Versatility

	Durability

	Intelligence








	This ride has a quirk… (choose two):

	It marks the roads wherever it travels

	A distinct smell lingers around it

	It physically changes at top speed

	The seat has a design no one else would favor

	It is much larger or smaller than others of its type







[image: ] What secret feature do only you know? How has it saved your life?

[image: ]
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[image: ] In addition to any more substantial customizations, you have decorated this vehicle in a small way that truly makes it feel like “yours.” What did you do?
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Vice

This is an object or set of objects connected to a dangerous habit. It could be a pipe, lighter, flask, or cursed totem. This doesn’t symbolize that your character has an addiction so much as it showcases a relationship with habits that could kill them. The vice object stands out, signaling that your character has a personal connection to their habit.


	The vice connected to this object… (choose two):

	Is related to your work

	Killed or disabled someone important to you

	Is your only escape from some stresses

	Is something you only do socially or only in solitude

	Opens or focuses your mind








	This object is irreplaceable because it… (choose two):

	Was given to you by a dead loved one

	Bears a meaningful inscription

	Is connected to a historical figure

	Has a quirk that no other object like it possesses

	Was made for you as a gift







[image: ] Someone who is a connoisseur of your chosen vice would immediately notice something about this object. What is it?

[image: ]
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[image: ] The object itself is held reverently in a specially made case. How do you carry it?
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Actually, I Went to School for This

Sometimes a good villain is the product of an excellent education. If your character was groomed to fill the role they now occupy, you can learn a lot about them by figuring out what that school was like. Make choices, answer prompts and questions, track bonuses, and roll to develop information about your notorious alma mater.


Curriculum

There are so many skills to learn as a prospective criminal overlord. Your school likely specialized in training students for two types of criminal activity. Choose specialties from the options below and note the bonuses your choices grant you.


	
Assassination: Teaching students to track, follow, and kill targets without leaving a trace. A focus on stealth, disguise, poisons and traps, and hand-to-hand combat. Secrecy +1, Wealth or Brutality +1


	
Trafficking: Teaching students how to move illegal goods, exploit laws and institutions, and manage large operations. Focus on logistics, concealment, institutional knowledge, and organization. Wealth +1, Struggle or Brutality +2


	
Extortion: Teaching students to be racketeers and monopolists who dominate every market they enter with fear and violence. A focus on diplomacy, intimidation, kompromat, and social manipulation. Wealth +2, Brutality or Status +1


	
Theft: Teaching students to be thieves and spies who pass without notice and take what they want. A focus on breaking and entering, covert movement, and disguise. Struggle +2, Secrecy or Brutality +1


	
Business: Teaching students to dominate in legitimate business through illegitimate means or legitimizing money made through illegitimate business. A focus on teaching understanding and avoiding regulation, hostile acquisition and corporate warfare, money laundering, and confidence-based predatory business structure. Wealth +1, Status +1, Wealth or Status +2


	
Conquest: Teaching students to lead and fight on battlefields. A focus on brutal combat, tactics, command, military weapons and equipment, and general strength. Brutality +1, Status +1, Wealth or Secrecy +1


	
Sin: Teaching students forbidden magics, demonology, and the worship of dark gods. A focus on occult lore, magic rituals, and vile spells. Secrecy +2, Wealth or Brutality +1







Ownership

Your school was owned and supported by a larger organization, one that benefited from having students graduating with your skill set. Unlike most educational institutions, schools that serve Outlaws aren’t serving a public good. They are likely serving the interests or ideology of a single organization.


	
Ancient Order: This school is operated by an extremely old organization dedicated to practicing the trade they taught you. They combine clandestine political and economic power with ritual and tradition. Perfect for an order of assassins, a thieves’ guild, or a group of dark wizards. Secrecy +1, Status or Secrecy +2


	
Shadow Government: This school is operated by a power structure hidden behind a legitimate government. Most people funding this school likely don’t even know it exists. Every aspect of it depends on secrecy and keeping students out of the public eye. Perfect for espionage groups, assassins, and living weapons. Secrecy +2, Brutality +1


	
Dissidents: This school is run by a group of antiestablishment radicals looking to undermine whatever powers dominate society. They teach students to act as foot soldiers or to proliferate chaotic conditions for the forces they wish to undermine. Perfect for anarchist soldiers, terrorists, and smugglers. Struggle +2, Secrecy +1


	
Corporation: This school is operated as one of the facets of a sprawling megacorporation. Students are produced as deniable assets or leaders groomed to operate in and out of the public eye. Perfect for executives, living weapons, and high-powered racketeers. Wealth +2, Status +1


	
Family: This school is run by a single family, which may or may not be into crime. Their money, knowledge, and ideology dictate the goals of education and expectations for the students. This is perfect for any type of school where students have multiple bonds entangling them. Wealth +1, Status or Brutality +1


	
Shadow Sect: This school is run by a small and possibly secretive group within a larger religious organization. Students are taught skills to serve their faith that are forbidden to other members of the church. Perfect for practitioners of forbidden magic, inquisitors, and religious warriors. Secrecy +1, Wealth or Status +1


	
Cult: This school is operated by a cult. It’s likely that the entire religion is considered out of step with society. It indoctrinates students as it makes them into assets for the cult. Perfect for any curriculum so long as it supports the cult legitimately and illegitimately. Secrecy +1, Status or Struggle +1


	
Gang: This school is run by a smaller neighborhood gang. It cultivates camaraderie and loyalty among students, making do with more limited resources than other organizations. Perfect for rings of thieves, racketeers, and small-time traffickers. Struggle +1, Brutality or Secrecy +1







Facilities

The physical resources of the school you attended likely had a major impact on your experience there. Use the tags you acquired from assigning your Curriculum and Ownership to choose details about its Facilities.





	Secrecy

	Wealth

	Status

	Struggle





	There is a well-hidden entrance to the school. What is the secret method of opening it?

	The school is decorated with expensive and rare works of art. What piece did you realize is of great historical importance?

	The school was located inside a famous and historic building. What do most people associate with the campus?

	Materials used in lessons are cobbled together out of scrap. What risks did this add to your lessons?




	There’s lodging and food on-site, so students never have to leave. While attending, how did you access contraband?

	The furniture is comfortable and plush. Does it compare to your home’s? Did it put you at ease or on edge?

	It was common for noteworthy people to visit the campus. Which influential figure did you have a significant interaction with? How did you wrong them later?

	There were a few precious resources people fought or competed over. What did you attempt to claim?




	Learning materials are written in code. What were they disguised to be?

	Many of the finishes are made with precious metals and gems. What did you steal?

	The campus is physically divided to reflect hierarchies. How were privileged and lower-rank students treated differently? Which were you?

	The classrooms had many exits in case students and teachers needed to flee. When did you first have to use them?




	The campus is in a very remote location, far from the rest of the world. How far is the nearest town?

	Training equipment and tools are the latest and best technology. What tool do you miss most?

	The school is integrated into one of the owner’s properties. What places were forbidden to students?

	Health and safety codes were completely ignored in building this place. Who was badly injured because of this?




	The facility is built like a fortress or a prison with lots of surveillance. What weakness did you find in this monitoring?

	Dining here is world-class. What meal do you love here and nowhere else?

	Many buildings are named after figures significant to the school. Which figure are you connected to?

	There was detritus covering much of the grounds. Why did no one bother to clean it up?











Policies

Your school also had unusual Policies that left an impression on you. For each point of Secrecy, Brutality, Status, and Struggle you received from choosing the Curriculum and Ownership, choose one prompt from the corresponding column.





	Secrecy

	Brutality

	Status

	Struggle





	All students are assigned pseudonyms. What was your code name?

    	Students were disciplined. What transgression left a permanent mark on your body?

	Graduates are accelerated toward positions of power and authority. Is your position worth your education?

	There were very few limits around discipline. Who abused their power over students?




	Students and teachers wore masks to conceal their identities. What mask did you wear? Which did your favorite teacher wear?

    	It’s not uncommon for students to die during lessons or discipline. Who did you watch die?

	Students are rewarded for claiming Status over one another. What was given to a rival for belittling you?

	One of your fellow students or teachers disappeared without explanation. What do you believe happened to them?




	No student who failed to graduate was permitted to leave alive. Did you know this at the time? Who is likely dead?

    	Students were thrust into live training scenarios with real danger. What were you doing when you discovered how serious the stakes were?

	Students are expected to adhere to strict standards of behavior and etiquette. What habit was forever drilled into you?

	More than one of your lessons was interrupted by an attack or raid. What did you lose during one?




	Lessons were almost never directly stated and had to be decoded. Which lesson made you feel triumphant for understanding first?

    	Students were rewarded for attacking, betraying, and undermining each other. Who did you target, and what was the reward?

	The school will act against any alumni who threaten its reputation. Who was an infamous victim of the school’s wrath?

	There was an extreme test of loyalty required to be admitted. How did you pass?




	Students must leave their families behind. What is your only memento? OR How did you break this rule?

    	The lessons taught here are incompatible with conventional morality. When did you become aware of how different the rest of the world feels about what you were taught?

	Students are expected to favor tradition over practicality. What did keeping to tradition cost you in a tense moment?

	Students were expected to care for their own food, housing, and medical needs. How did you suffer as a result?
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