
This week's entry is something a little different, in that it is from me, Your Humble Newsletter Creator. It 

ties into my "A Better Game" column below, so it's more than pure self-indulgence.  
 

At the same time, it supports a game we are very proud and excited to carry - Adamant's ICONS, created 
by superhero RPG "icon" Steve Kenson. 

 

SPF's "HOUSE RULES" FOR ICONS 

[SYSTEM: ICONS] 

These are the house rules we're using for the current ICONS campaign, “The Endless War.” 

 

(The campaign in question is set in an alternate universe where... well, never mind, that's not important 
right now...) 
 
“... and knowing is half the battle” - G.I. Joe PSAs 

 
ICONS relies very heavily on vague, interpretive values of such things as distance, time, and such. This is 

a great thing for many players of the game, but there are those of us who just really enjoy a bit more 

information about what our characters can actually do.  
 

So I am “stealing” from Steve Kenson's previous work to give some more information in regards to the 1-
10 scale of his newer game. I am using the “Extended Range,” “Time and Value Progression,” and 

“Carrying Capacity” charts from  to give some informative values for some of the powers in ICONS. 

 

 
  

“It cuts like a knife!” - Bryan Adams  
 

“Shot through the heart, and you're to blame...” - Bon Jovi 
 

There are times when a hero just doesn't have enough power to hurt the real tanks among the villains. 

Teaming up can be one way to do it, but that's not always possible. 

http://rpg.drivethrustuff.com/index.php?manufacturers_id=92&src=newsletter
http://rpg.drivethrustuff.com/product_info.php?products_id=81475&src=newsletter


 

As a “Bonus Power” for Blast and Strike, a hero can take the Piercing effect. This reduces the value of a 
target's Invulnerability (or Armor) by 2. Piercing has no effect on Force Field (or any defensive effect that 

acts like Force Field, which includes the potential to be reduced or lost due to being stunned or knocked 
out). The GM is the final arbiter on what counts as Invulnerability and what counts as Force Field. 

 

“There can be only One.” - Conner MacCleod 
 

Immortality as a Power has no indicated difference between Level 1 and Level 10. So here's a mod to 
give the rank some meaning. 

 
Subtract the level of the power from 10. That's how many days it takes to come back from the dead. Yes, 

this means someone with Level 10 gets back up after a few minutes. 

 
“I'M THE GOD&@%# BATMAN!” - the God&@%# Batman 

 
The uber-trained or combat-gadgeteer characters are cool. Period.  

 

As a clarification of the rules (under Origin – Trained, it says “powers” come from superior training or 
gadgets, while at the beginning of the Powers section, the rules indicated Powers only come from 

Devices), the UnVerse version of ICONS allows some limited Powers for Trained or Gimmick heroes that 
can be inherent. 

 Ability Boost (1) 

 Danger Sense (7) 

 Fast Attack (7) 

 Immortality (3) 

 Invulnerability (1) 

 Leap (1) 

 Mind Shield (3) 

 Strike (1) 

 Super-Senses (4) [Enhanced Only] 

 Super-Speed (1) 

 

“The only reason for time is so that everything doesn't happen at once.” - Albert Einstein 
 

The concept of amorphous, comic book time seems like a fine idea, and I'm certain that there are plenty 
of groups for whom that works. 

 

Mine isn't one of them. I suspect there are others in the same boat. 
 

As such, here's an Initiative System for ICONS, one that playtest has already proven out to work pretty 
well. 

 
Initiative = Coordination + Awareness + Power Mods + Dice Roll 

 

So the players add their Coordination and their Awareness together, then add in any Levels from the 
Powers below:  

 Danger Sense 

 Fast Attack (but only from the raw Power, not from any Bonus Power versions) 

 Super-Senses (only from levels applied to Enhanced Senses) 

 Super-Speed 



Each “Page,” the players do a dice roll and modify their Initiative rating accordingly for that Page. Ties 

are broken first by unmodified Initiative Ratings, and then by Intelligence. 
 

“You're so very special.” - Radiohead 
 

Specialties are a wonderful part of the game. Nice and simple, yet some elegant applications are afoot. 

The following are some modifications and addenda to the rules as written where they are concerned. 
 Athletics – The bonus adds to Strength for the purpose of determining when a character dies. For 

example, a character with a Strength of 6 and Athletics Expertise (+2) won't die until reaching -8. As 

well, Athletics is added to any relevant Strength tests, including Blocking (see below). 

 Martial Arts – In addition to the listed effects, Martial Arts also adds to Prowess for the Evade 

maneuver. 

 Military – The bonus is added to Initiative in battles that primarily deal with minions (GM's call). It is 

also applied to the use of anything considered a heavy weapon. 

 Science – For any character with an Intelligence of 8 or higher, the Science Specialty becomes 

“Science!” This means the bonus applies to any scientific situation, including inventing things. 

In addition, where non-combat Specialties are concerned, the GM can allow more than one Specialty to 
be applied to a test. 

 
“I SAY THEE NAY!” - Thor 
 

Blocking just doesn't click with me and my players as it reads; the timing of it is uncertain in our heads, 
and if it somehow replaces Evade, an argument can be made that bypasses the core conceits of the 

game.  
 

So we'll go with a simpler version; it's the Tank/Bruiser version of Evading. In other words, it works 

exactly the same as Evading, except it bases on Strength (and you apply Athletics instead of Acrobatics 
as a bonus). 

 
Normally, characters can only block Bashing attacks, but so long as they have at least one level of 

Invulnerability, they can block Slashing attacks. 
 

“Let the bodies hit the floor.” - Drowning Pool 
 
A classic of the superhero genre, whether it's Golden Age Mystery Men vs Nazis or modern Earth's 

Mightiest vs Alien Armadas, is the “mowing down the minions” part. While ICONS has a decent approach 
to this, I've decided to come up with what I think will make things even easier. 

 

Minions (and the average “non-important” character) have Stamina equal to the lower of their Strength 
or Willpower (instead of the total of those values). Thus, a Nazi soldier with a Strength of 4 and a 

Willpower of 3 will have 3 Stamina. 
 

Furthermore, if any super strikes such a person and scores a Major Success (and is capable of dealing at 
least 0 Stamina) automatically knocks the minion out. That's that. 

 

So if you haven't looked at the "Bring It to the Table" entry above, you might want to take a look. It 

features heavily into this week's column -  

To House Rule or Not to House Rule! 



It really is a good - and important - question. House rules have been a part of RPGs ever since the first 

iteration of D&D; the 1976 Perrin Conventions, created by legendary RPG designer Steve Perrin, more or 
less "saved" D&D for many folks. Things were kind of a mess on the initial mimeograph sheets that got 

passed and mailed around back in the pre-Internet days, since the first documents were mostly intended 
for a local group playing under person who wrote them. 

And thus an industry was born. 

Still, there are many times when a GM might choose to be an "armchair designer" for all the wrong 
reasons. It could be that they are a frustrated would-be professional, unable to let any system come 

across their desk without instantly tinkering it from a first read alone. Perhaps they have played the game 
only once, and through some terrible misunderstanding of the rules they are driven to make "major 

changes" in order to make the game "playable." 

Too many times, I've seen GMs choose to house rule a particular class or character type; it's their 

favorite, you see, and they really want to make it cooler or more kick-butt.  

In these situations, and many like them, you run a terrible risk tipping what can be a rather delicate 
balance of fun and balanced game play. Even where the creators have stated that they are less 

concerned with balance than other factors, there can still be a destructive impact on the players' 
experiences if too many of the wrong changes are implemented, or implemented badly. 

So let's go through the House Rules I posted above and cover some concepts about the creation and use 

of them in a campaign. 

The Information Chart - These days, lots of designers are going for the "simple is best" approach, 

allowing genre conventions to take the place of hard-and-crunchy values that many gamers (especially 
older ones) have come to expect. There are many - of all ages - who are scientifically minded enough to 

want a bit more data to work with.  

At the same time, I've discovered there is a real WOW! factor in superhero games when a player gets to 

find out just how much she can lift, or how far he can really teleport. 

Adding in the information chart did not fundamentally impact the game play of ICONS at all; it merely 
gave some harder, reliable values to certain powers to satisfy the "need to know" many of my players 

(and, yes, myself) wanted to experience. At the same time, I am more than capable of setting aside 
those values whenever the story calls for it. 

So, rather than a House Rule, it's more of a guide. 

The Piercing "Power" - This might have been the most boundary-pushing decision I made, but I am 
trusting my experience as a GM and designer here. The only way to get through the Invulnerability power 

if it's higher than most damaging attacks is to combine attacks with those of near-same values. While this 
does promote teamwork, which is good, it leaves a lot of opportunity for characters with the wrong 

power sets to get obliterated by a real tank of a villain. 

As well, the setting in question calls for me to give decent body armor to a number of foes, and there are 
armored vehicles all over the place. 

http://www.rpgblog2.com/2010/03/d-rules-variants-perrin-conventions.html
http://rpg.drivethrustuff.com/advanced_search_result.php?keywords=steve+perrin&x=0&y=0&quicksearch=1&search_filter=&filters=&search_free=&search_in_description=1&search_in_author=1&search_in_artist=1&src=newsletter


So allowing folks who can Blast (or Strike) to "bonus power" the capacity to burn a couple of points of 

Invulnerability makes a lot of sense, and works in the context of the games played so far. It may be, 
however, that further play will reveal it was a bad idea. 

That's a key concept; always be willing to dump a House Rule if you discover it's neither fun nor fair. 

The Immortal Rule - Pretty much a simple addition, with an homage to "Highlander" thrown in. As the 

Power is listed, there's no reason to take it beyond Level 1. Granted, the core rules are primarily intended 

for random generation (and we did use that), but I can see using the Build System, too, and I think a 
simple fix like this makes the power more interesting. 

Note that it doesn't really "break" anything; it doesn't change the entire tenor of the game. It's one 
power that has an enhanced definition, and a simple one at that. 

The "Batman" Rule - I fully admit that this may be the one I have to tweak and futz with some more. 
The conflict between the two sections did give me pause, and then I looked at some other ideas. I 

decided to set the boundaries for Trained and Gimmick characters; I fully reserve the right to push or 

even ignore them for a specific idea. 

Really, this is more of a guideline than anything; what do I think is most appropriate for folks who aren't 

supposed to be considered "superpowered," yet hang-and-bang with guys like Thor and Supes? 

Try not to make too many changes too rapidly, mind you; this will annoy your players to no end. They 

greatly prefer consistency, so they'll want you to be sure before you make yet another change to 

something. 

The Initiative Rule - At first, this looks like a "major change;" it's not, really. It's a simple "add on" that 

facilitates a certain style of play. Based on the same principles as the Stamina rule in the game, it 
replaces the more arbitrary when-things-happen approach that Steve advocates in the core book. 

This is one of those rules that came directly from my players, uniformly, saying "Please!" The first couple 
of turns (pages), we tried it by the book, and grew quickly frustrated and confused; louder or more 

interesting characters were being spotlighted well before the characters of quieter, less spectacular 

characters. My failing, true, but not hard to understand. 

So we stopped, cobbled together a quick Initiative rule, and the game ran much more according to 

collective expectations and enjoyment. 

While you can't let players take over the mechanics of the game with their own ideas, there are times 

when most or all of them will see a flaw or desire change they want to take care of. This is often a great 

source for good House Rules - literally, rules of the house of gamers. 

The Specialty Rule - This is really more of a tweak-and-fiddle bit of business. Clarifying and enhancing 

some of the Specialties so that they function (a) more appropriately for the campaign, (b) more the way I 
simply would like them to, and (c) more consistently with Specialties they are similar to. 

The important lesson here is to avoid picking one or a handful of such elements and letting them become 

so awesome that every single character wants them. A great rule of thumb for RPG design that 



applies here: If everyone wants it, it's too good or too powerful. If no one wants it, it's a waste of time 

and space. 

The Thor Rule - Quite simply, I didn't like the way Blocking works in ICONS. I kind of see where Steve 

was going with it, but I decided something more consistent with the established defensive maneuvers - 
Evade and Dodge - would work just fine.  

In deciding on a House Rule that is truly consistent with the rules-as-written, I have a greater confidence 

that I've not caused any serious balance breaking. Fast characters can get out of the way; brute 
characters can bash their way past damage. And the same rolls and rules are used. 

The Minions Rule - This one is more of a "campaign management" rules; once again, it doesn't really 
impact the balance or core playing experience for the players. It does, however, fit my idea of how to 

make such battles run more smoothly and more quickly. 

Granted, the player experience will be impacted when they fight a horde of lesser bad guys, but I am 

close enough to the base rules suggestion to feel confident about my alternative. As a matter of fact, that 

the concept I am playing off of is, itself, an optional idea makes me feel less consternation about not 
"playing right." 

In the end, it is always your game, to run as you see fit. I don't know a single RPG writer or designer that 
insists otherwise.  

Just be sure you think it through before you start imposing major changes.  

Oh, and play the game - AS IS - at lease once before you start messing with it. Know what you're 
changing as well as why before you change it. 

~ SPF (07/2/2010) 

  

 


