Hardness and Fracture








Each hero's reactions to shocking and frightful events can be defined by Fear, Horror and Madness checks. These can be modified by the individual experiences and reactions of every hero, in the form of resistance (Hardness) or susceptibility through previous damage (Fracture) towards particular mental stresses.








Hardness





A hero's mind can be toughened by constant exposure to stressful events, so that he no longer feels shock or dismay in response to events of a certain type. While this protects against further deterioration, it is in itself an unhealthy development.





Each hero has three mental hardness scales: Violence, Depersonalisation and The Incomprehensible. On each scale, the hero can be hardened against Slight to Extreme Fear Checks, or can have a more advanced condition, being hardened against Slight to Extreme Horror Checks. No hero can be hardened against Madness Checks.





The hero does not make a Resolve-mental resolve check when faced with a Fear check less severe than his Hardness, but automatically continues with his normal actions. If hardened against Horror Checks, the hero does not have to make any Fear Check, nor a Horror Check of lesser grade than his Hardness. Where his Hardness is greater than the severity of the check required, the hero may voluntarily flee a frightful or horrific scene, show signs of fear or distress, or otherwise respond as an affrighted person would, but feels no compulsion to do so.





If faced with a situation equal to his Hardness, the hero must make a Resolve-mental resolve check, but cannot suffer worse than an Ordinary success.








Hardness (Violence) reduces the hero's response to the threat, presence, or infliction by the character of death, pain and other severe physical harm. This hardness scale helps in handling of dead or mutilated bodies. A hero with a high degree of Hardness (Violence) may seem callous towards others or uncaring of his own safety. From Unknown Armies, most Violence and some Helplessness checks translate to this hardness scale.





Hardness (Depersonalisation) protects the hero against threats to his sense of identity, moral code, proper position in society, or control over the course of his life. A hero with high Hardness (Depersonalisation) finds it easy to lie, break promises and play diverse roles. This scale covers most Self, Isolation, and many Helplessness checks in Unknown Armies.





Hardness (Incomprehensible) makes the hero less distressed by experiences that are paradoxical, unexplainable, or contrary to what the hero regards as the natural order of things. A hero with high Hardness (Incomprehensible) shrugs off strangeness and ignores contradictions in a way that may seem thoroughly illogical. From Unknown Armies, most Unnatural and some Helplessness and Isolation checks translate to this scale. From Call of Cthulhu, many situations that require Sanity checks would be opposed by Hardness (Incomprehensible).








When a hero gains a Good or Amazing success on a Fear, Horror or Madness Check, his Hardness in the appropriate scale increases by one step.





If a hero with Hardness (Extreme Horror) in a hardness scale gains a Good or better success in a Horror or Madness Check, he immediately suffers an Extreme Fracture as described below. The hero's madness may take the form of denial, avoidance, or manic enthusiasm for the specific trigger of the Fracture. He may begin severe substance abuse, suffer schizophrenic or dissociative states, or acquire more bizarre and specific symptoms.








Examples of Hardness scales





Shot at by a strong group of enemies�
Slight Fear check opposed by Hardness (Violence)�
�
Head forced towards a spinning combine harvester by an opponent�
Extreme Fear check opposed by Hardness (Violence)�
�
Arm severed by a machete blow�
Slight Horror check opposed by Hardness (Violence)�
�
Consumes freshly-extracted intestines of a companion�
Extreme Horror check opposed by Hardness (Violence)�
�
Body vivisected by extra-dimensional worshippers of suffering, leaving parts of torso and head functional�
Moderate Madness check leading to possible Fracture (Violence)�
�
�
�
Credit cards stolen�
Slight Fear check opposed by Hardness (Depersonalisation)�
�
Confronted with own clone (living or dead)�
Moderate Fear check opposed by Hardness (Depersonalisation)�
�
Confronted with person of whom the hero is a clone�
Extreme Fear check opposed by Hardness (Depersonalisation)�
�
Convicted of vicious murder that hero does not recall committing�
Moderate Horror check opposed by Hardness (Depersonalisation)�
�
Two weeks sensory deprivation�
Slight Madness check causing possible Fracture (Depersonalisation)�
�
�
�
Three hours missing time�
Slight Fear check opposed by Hardness (Incomprehensible)�
�
Spoken to by an animal�
Extreme Fear check opposed by Hardness (Incomprehensible)�
�
Wife revealed as a shape-shifting alien invader�
Slight Horror check opposed by Hardness (Incomprehensible)�
�
Mental contact with a super-intelligent extra-dimensional species that created humanity for ungodly purposes�
Moderate Madness check leading to possible Fracture (Incomprehensible)�
�



Each of these situations might prove more or less unbalancing, or relate to a different Hardness scale, depending on the circumstances and the hero’s relationship to persons involved in the scene.


�
Fracture





After suffering serious and repeated mental trauma as a result of horrific experiences, a hero's mind slowly breaks down, leading to possibly irreversible illness. Cracks, or Fractures, develop and spread through the hero's psyche, eventually combining to break his mind apart.





Each Fracture has a specific triggering experience, and is associated with one or more of the three Hardness scales. Fractures are rated as Slight, Moderate or Extreme.





The trigger for a Fracture is always expressed as a single unqualified noun describing an everyday item. For example, a hero will have a Fracture (Dogs) rather than a Fracture (Black-Furred Werewolves).








A hero who suffers a critical failure on a fear check, a failure or critical failure on a horror check, or an ordinary success or critical failure on a madness check, gains a Slight Fracture. If the hero has an existing Fracture with a specific trigger and hardness scale that matches the circumstances of the horrific event, he increases the severity of his existing Fracture instead.





If the hero has an existing Fracture with the same specific trigger but a different hardness scale, the severity of the existing Fracture increases by one, and it becomes related to both of the hardness scales.





If the hero has an existing Fracture with a different trigger but related to the same hardness scale, he gains a new Fracture of the same severity as his existing Fracture.








Example: Lucy has a Slight Fracture (Reptiles) (Violence) due to an unfortunate incident in Mexico. A sorceror sends her a vivid dream in which she sees herself transforming into a giant snake. Lucy suffers a failure on her resulting horror check. Lucy must gain, or increase the severity of, a Fracture (Reptiles) (Depersonalisation). She increases the severity of her existing Fracture and adds the Depersonalisation hardness scale to it, so that she now has a Moderate Fracture (Reptiles) (Violence/Depersonalisation).





Derek has a Moderate Fracture (Storms) (Violence) after his parents were killed by a tornado in his childhood. He is attacked by a violent knife-wielding madman, is required to make a Fear Check, and unfortunately rolls a Critical Failure. Due to his previous vulnerability to violence, Derek immediately gains a Moderate Fracture (Knives) (Violence). If the incident had occurred during a storm, Derek would have increased his existing Fracture (Storms) to Extreme severity, perhaps resulting in severe agoraphobia.








A hero with a Slight Fracture is jumpy or distracted. If the hero is confronted or threatened by the specific trigger, he suffers a +1 penalty to all skill checks.





A Moderate Fracture makes the hero phobic or paranoid concerning his specific trigger. His behaviour is noticeably affected, and he may mention the trigger at inappropriate times or behave in other irrational ways. He reacts violently to everyday appearances of the triggering event, and suffers a +2 penalty to all skill checks while it persists. Whenever the hero enters a place where the trigger might occur, the GM may roll a d20, applying the stated penalty on a roll of 17 to 20 (13 to 20 for a very likely encounter or a hero with the Bad Luck flaw).





An Extreme Fracture is a serious and life-destroying mental disorder that must be detailed in cooperation between the player and GM. The effects of the disorder constantly intrude, making it clear after a short acquaintance that the hero is unwell. Apart from specific mental symptoms and behaviours, the hero suffers a +1 penalty to all skill checks under one attribute chosen by the GM.


When confronted by anything related to the specific trigger, the hero loses control of his actions partly or completely, and the GM must determine the full extent of his insane rampage or collapse. In general, the GM must decide when such an event has occurred, although its likelihood is very much increased by stress, danger or unfamiliar places.





If a hero with an Extreme Fracture is required to increase the severity of the Fracture, his symptoms become more complex and extreme, the duration or frequency of his episodes increase, and/or the conditions that might trigger the Fracture become more general. The hero would probably be retired from play or controlled by the GM at this point, if this had not already happened.








Psychological Help





A hero who has had traumatic experiences might be helped by use of the Medical Science-psychology skill.





The therapist may make a complex Medical Science-psychology skill check, with a die roll after each useful session. The difficulty of treatment is determined by the patient's most severe Fracture or Hardness rating.





The patient can gain benefit from no more than two therapy sessions per week if he has a Slight Fracture or Hardness (Fear), one session per week for a Moderate Fracture or Hardness (Horror), or one session per month for an Extreme Fracture.





For a patient whose worst mental illness is a Slight Fracture or Hardness (Fear), the therapist must accumulate 2 successes. For a Moderate Fracture or Hardness (Horror), the therapist must make 4 successes and has a +1 penalty to individual checks. For an Extreme Fracture, the therapist must complete 6 successes and has a +2 penalty to checks. For all grades of Hardness or Fracture, the therapist's skill checks are also opposed by the patient's WIL resistance modifier.





When the therapist either completes his complex skill check or accumulates three failures, the patient may make a Resolve-mental resolve check with a penalty of +1 for a Slight Fracture, +2 for a Moderate Fracture or +4 for an Extreme Fracture. If the patient succeeds, his Fracture is reduced in severity by one step. If the therapist succeeded in his complex skill check, the patient's Hardness in the appropriate hardness scale is reduced by one step.








�
Character Creation





In many game settings, starting heroes come from a career of danger and violence. Lives of intrigue and deception, and the wielding of magic are not uncommon. Any of these backgrounds tends to increase the hero's mental hardness in appropriate aspects.





For most settings, starting heroes should have Hardness (Violence) (Slight Fear). In a conspiracy game, starting heroes who are members of secret organisations also gain Hardness (Depersonalisation) (Slight Fear). FX-using and psionic heroes add Hardness (Incomprehensible) (Slight Fear) to these.





A player may increase his starting hero's Hardness rating in each scale up to Moderate Fear, if he chooses. For each increase in starting Hardness above the levels that he gains for free, the hero's starting Authority, Wealth and Security Clearance (if used) are decreased by 1 point, due to the hard and traumatic life that he has led.





A player may begin play with up to two Fractures with the GM's approval. The hero gains 2 skill points for a Slight Fracture or 5 skill points for a Moderate Fracture. Beginning with a Moderate Fracture reduces the hero's starting Authority and Security Clearance (if used) by 1 point.





�
Fear, Horror and Madness Checks


These rules for using Fear, Horror and Madness checks in Alternity are excerpts from James Wyatt’s article “No One Can Hear You Scream”, in Dragon Magazine No. 258, with comments and changes by Jim Clunie shown in red text with square brackets [ ].





The Gamemaster’s Guide suggests that Resolve-mental resolve is especially appropriate to determine a hero’s reaction to events in a horror campaign, from the “death of a friend or companion” to “invasive mental assault” or “hideous, frightening or disgusting aliens” (page 79).


Remember, however, that Alternity is a roleplaying game. If the player adequately roleplays his hero’s reactions to the horrific events of the game, there is no need to use fear or horror checks. Madness checks, on the other hand, are best rolled, as it is difficult to roleplay the mind-shattering effects of insanity.


Fear Checks


Heroes should make a fear check whenever they face an opponent in combat who is obviously too powerful to resist. Even outside of combat situations where the heroes’ lives are in obvious danger, circumstances can dictate a fear check. If a hero is faced with isolation in an unknown or alien environment (especially in space), or if the heroes happen across some scene that suggests the terrible nature of the situation they are in without directly confronting them with a physical threat (such as the remains of the alien’s latest victim), a fear check is in order.


To make a fear check, a player rolls a Resolve-mental resolve skill check, applying situation modifiers from Table 1. Remember that if a hero does not possess the specialty skill, he must use his Resolve broad skill, if he has it (with a base situation die of +d4), or use his untrained Will score (half his Will, rounded down) and start with a base situation die of +d4.


The results of a fear check depend on the die roll and the degree of success or failure achieved, as shown on Table 2.





�
�
Table 1: Fear Check Situation Modifiers�
�
+3�
Extremely terrifying�
�
+2�
Moderately fearsome�
�
+1�
Slightly frightful�
�
+2�
Hero has already suffered Mortal damage�
�
+1�
Hero has been defeated by a similar danger in the past�
�
+1�
Hero is alone�
�
+1�
Hero is in open space [or below the ocean, on another planet, or in a similarly alien and dangerous environment]�
�
+1�
Hero is suffering from Wound damage�
�
-1�
Hero has overcome a similar danger in the past�
�
-1�
An innocent, friend or ally is in clear danger from the threat�
�
-1�
Hero or group possesses something that they believe will help them overcome this danger�
�
-2�
Hero or group possesses something that has proven to help overcome a similar danger in the past�
�



Table 2: Fear Check Results�
�
Amazing or Good success�
The hero conquers his fear and continues normally with his actions.�
�
Ordinary Success�
The hero is startled. He pulls away from the source of his fear and fumbles with items in his hands. He must roll a Dexterity feat check for each held item, with failure indicating that he drops the item. In addition, all of the hero’s actions in this round are delayed by one phase. Actions that would have taken place in the Marginal phase are forfeited.�
�
Failure�
The hero is fearstruck. He screams and stumbles backward. He must roll a Dexterity feat check, with failure indicating that he trips and falls. He can take no actions in this round.�
�
Critical Failure�
The terrified hero seeks to hide from the danger, either looking for reliable cover in the immediate area or fleeing if no such cover exists. The hero begins to recover his senses in ten minutes, assuming the source of the fear is no longer present. In the absence of the fear-causing situation, another hero can use the Leadership broad skill to shake the hero out of his panic. [The hero suffers a Fracture related to the circumstances of the danger.]�
�



Horror Checks


Horror is a more intense and far-reaching state than fear. Horror is, at its core, the mind’s outright refusal to accept what a person sees or experiences. Facing a gibbering, drooling alien might cause a hero to run in fear, but realising that his wife is actually a sinister, insidious invader has a much deeper impact. While a swinging scythe might inspire fear, it is the tiny needles that cause horror.


Generally, supernatural experiences, those that defy categorisation or even description in the language of normal experience, provoke horror checks.


As with a fear check, a player makes a horror check by rolling a Resolve-mental resolve skill check, applying situation modifiers from Table 3. The results of a horror check depend on the die roll and the degree of success or failure achieved, as shown on Table 4.


Table 3: Horror Check Situation Modifiers�
�
+3�
Extremely horrifying�
�
+2�
Moderately horrific�
�
+1�
Slightly horrible�
�
+3�
A relative or fellow hero participates in the scene�
�
+2�
An innocent, friend or ally participates in the scene�
�
+2�
Hero has already suffered Mortal damage�
�
+1�
Hero has been horrified by a similar scene in the past�
�
+1�
Hero is in close quarters, with no room to run�
�
+1�
Hero’s moral attitude is Ethical, Gallant or Virtuous�
�
+1�
Hero is alone�
�
+1�
Hero is in open space [or below the ocean, on another planet, or in a similarly alien and dangerous environment]�
�
+1�
Hero is suffering from Wound damage�
�
-1�
Hero’s moral attitude is Pathetic, Corrupt, Despicable, or Unscrupulous�
�
-1�
Hero has overcome a similar scene in the past�
�
-1�
Hero has room to run away�
�
-1�
An innocent, friend or ally is in clear danger�
�



Table 4: Horror Check Results�
�
Amazing or Good success�
The hero suppresses his revulsion and continues normally with his actions.�
�
Ordinary Success�
The hero flees the scene in profound fear. He moves at full speed away from the source of his horror for ten minutes. The effects of his horror linger beyond that time. For the next [day], he cannot bear to return to the place where the incident occurred, or any place like it. Anything reminiscent of the horror he faced fills him with renewed revulsion. He suffers a +2 penalty to his actions while in the presence of something that reminds him of the horror scene. After [a restful night’s sleep], he can make another horror check, with success indicating that he has gotten over the ill effects of his horror. If this check fails, he must wait another [two days] before trying again.�
�
Failure�
[The hero is shocked and dazed, and loses his first action in each round for the remainder of the scene. If he would have taken his first action in the Marginal phase of a round, he has no actions in that round. Even when the horrific event is over,] the hero becomes obsessed with the cause of his horror. His sleep is plagued by nightmares – he awakens every half hour or so with a scream. After every sleepless night, he must make a Stamina-endurance check. A Critical Failure on this check indicates that he suffers 2 points of Fatigue damage, while a Failure indicates a loss of 1 point of Fatigue damage. Without rest, the hero cannot recover from Fatigue or any other damage. During the day, he can think of nothing but the horrific event. Due to this obsession, he suffers a +1 penalty to all his action checks and surprise rolls. After each [day] that passes, the hero can attempt a new horror check to see if he can escape the memory of the horrific event. [The hero suffers a Fracture related to the circumstances of the danger.]�
�
Critical Failure�
The hero’s mind threatens to collapse under the weight of the horror that has engulfed him. The hero enters a state of mental shock, staring blankly at the cause of the horror. He is unable to take any action, even in self-defence. He can move only if dragged from the scene. He returns to some semblance of normality when removed from the presence of whatever caused the horror, but subsequent exposure to the same or a similar scene forces him to make a new horror check, with a +1 step penalty. Anything less than a Good success on this check indicates that he enters a state of shock once more. After [a restful night’s sleep], the hero can attempt a new horror check with a +1 step penalty to determine whether he can recover from the lasting shock of the event. [The hero suffers a Fracture related to the circumstances of the danger.]�
�



Madness Checks


Madness is more than an emotional reaction or a deep-seated revulsion; it shakes the foundations of human personality and reason. While fear results from the immediate or implied threat of danger, and horror is the consequence of an upset in one’s view of reality, madness comes about when one’s sense of self and the world are brought under a thorough and repeated assault.


There are few circumstances that require heroes to make madness checks. The most obvious of these is when a human (or near-human) mind comes into direct psionic contact with a completely alien intelligence. Direct psionic contact includes the use of the following psionic skills: ESP-empathy and mind reading, and Telepathy-contact and suggest. It does not matter whether the hero or the alien initiates the contact; the hero’s mind is in equal danger either way.


Like fear and horror checks, a madness check is simply a Resolve-mental resolve skill check, with situation modifiers applied from Table 5. The results of a madness check depend on the die roll and the degree of success or failure achieved, as shown on Table 6.


Table 5: Madness Check Situation Modifiers�
�
+3�
Extremely insane�
�
+2�
Moderately maddening�
�
+1�
Slightly unbalancing�
�
+1�
Hero has been horrified by a similar scene in the past�
�
+1�
Hero has failed a fear, horror or madness check in the past 24 hours�
�
+1�
Hero is in open space [or below the ocean, on another planet, or in a similarly alien and dangerous environment]�
�



Table 6: Madness Check Results�
�
Amazing or Good success�
The hero retains his sanity and continues normally with his actions.�
�
Ordinary Success�
The hero’s mind shuts itself off from the outside world, causing the hero to slip into a catatonic trance. The hero sits motionless and does not respond to any outside stimuli. He is unable to defend himself from any form of attack, so his resistance modifiers do not apply; however, his Will resistance modifier becomes +5, reflecting his mind’s powerful defences against any further intrusion.


A character with the Medical Science-psychology skill can treat the hero; the illness is considered Moderate, requiring 5 successful skill checks to treat; each check is made with a +2 penalty and represents [one session of therapy. The frequency of sessions of therapy that can benefit a hero is determined by his degree of Fracture or Hardness, as discussed above. The hero suffers a Fracture related to the circumstances of the event.]�
�
Failure�
[The hero collapses in a dead faint, as if he had been knocked unconscious. Although he seems to recover at the end of the scene, the hero immediately suffers an Extreme Fracture that must be detailed in cooperation between the player and GM. You may prefer to apply this standard procedure:]


The hero’s mind begins to splinter, causing unpredictable swings in his mood, even complete changes of personality. His entire moral outlook can change from week to week or alter in an instant when the hero is under stress. At the start of every week, or in situations of stress, the Gamemaster should roll d12 and consult Table 7 to determine the hero’s new moral outlook.


[A character with the Medical Science-psychology skill can attempt to help the afflicted hero as described above.]�
�
Critical Failure�
Sometimes a shock to the mind can overwhelm the most basic mental functions, even those that keep the body alive. If a hero rolls a Critical Failure on a madness check, he must immediately make a Stamina-endurance check with a +2 step penalty. Failure indicates that the hero dies from the overwhelming shock. Even if the skill check is successful, the hero’s Constitution score is permanently reduced by 1, and he is knocked out, suffering enough Stun damage to mark off all his Stun boxes. [The hero suffers a Fracture related to the circumstances of the event.]�
�



Table 7: Schizophrenic Moral Outlook�
�
1�
Anti-Authority�
�
2�
Apathetic�
�
3�
Corrupt�
�
4�
Despicable�
�
5�
Ethical�
�
6�
Gallant�
�
7�
Honourable�
�
8�
Just�
�
9�
Selfish�
�
10�
Unscrupulous�
�
11�
Virtuous�
�
12�
Worldly�
�



