
HELL OR HIGH WATER
a game by Tyler Robertson



For Dad, 
who I never got to play this with.



O, How Far We Have Come
A couple hundred or so years ago, the leaders of Earth 
civilization started a fight. Over what, no one agrees-- 
overpopulation, pollution… maybe they just didn’t like each 
other very much. They were at the point where they’d have 
enough of each other, and we’d had enough of them. We 
quit. 

We quit Earth. 

There were a handful of factions who could do it-- who could 
use Near-Light Travel and get us out of the Sol system, and 
into a new place to call home. It wouldn’t be easy, of course, 
but few necessary things are. 

When we left the warm embrace of Sol for greener pastures, 
most folk left with one of four factions-- those four being the 
ones with funding and knowledge for at least a slim chance 
at terraforming other planets. 

At last check, those were the Prime Coalition of Equals, the 
Ket-Avet, Marko Veroni’s Ashes, and the Foundation of 
Planetary Rejuvenation. And, those who chose to not align 
themselves with a larger group became farmers or miners on
the outskirts of civilization, or float the Frontier as nomads.

Now, we settle the land we’ve found for ourselves, come Hell 
or High Water. 



Prime Coalition of Equals
For the Prime Coalition of Equals, it was the hope of a fresh 
start, a chance to do things the right way. Their way. 

Though their coda and propaganda claim the equal 
distribution of all things, their rule is absolute over their 
subjects. Those who travel the Frontier would do well to avoid
their Enforcers and Agents of Assurance. 

The PCE settled first on the planet Incalo, named for their 
founder. A high-gravity planet, the ores of Incalo are dense 
and almost completely pure, making PCE metals highly 
sought-after across the Frontier. The PCE’s people are of a 
single mind, and work tirelessly to improve the things around
them: For the People, for the Coalition, for Ever.



The Ket-Avet
The Ket-Avet was more loosely based, and as a result of 
which is less technologically advanced than the other factions
that made it across the Void. At the beginning, they were just 
a group of people with a vision. A literal vision: 

A massive key, casting a shadow over all planets, turning an 
endless lock, opening an edge-less door. 

Behind the door, no one knows. Many say there is light, a 
beacon. Others say there is nothing, just more void. Others 
still wield more obtuse conjectures, like “hope”, “freedom”, or 
“purpose.” Who knows. 

The Ket-Avet were fortunate in two regards: first, that a 
relatively small, quasi-religious sect was the first to ascertain 
inter-planetary travel. It wasn’t quite Near-Light, and we’re 
still not certain if they can reach that even now, but it was 
enough. It got them out there first, and they laid claim to one
of the few planets already hospitable for human life. They call
it “Avell”, and in the language they’ve developed since settling
there, we mostly figure it translates to “home.” It’s a lush, 
jungle-like country, with tall trees and strange creatures. The 
Ket-Avet live amongst the nature, waiting for the day their 
vision reaches fruition.



Marko Veroni’s Ashes
Veroni was a soldier. No one remembers who he fought for, 
even fewer remember who he fought against. We know he 
was a man, and we assume he was a good one, because that 
makes us feel better. What we do know is that he was loved. 
When he died— shot up in a war he had no stake in— his 
ashes returned home to a small village. He was the last of 
their soldiers, the last of the men who could wield weapons 
and wage wars in the ways of the Old People. 

In response, we retaliated, instead playing the game by new 
rules. Our means of space travel were stolen from wherever 
we could find them, our first bits of terraforming kit were 
mix-matched from ransacked ships and planetary outposts. 
We peeled ourselves away from mother Terran as quick as we
could, desperate to make it out alive. Unsavory, yes, 
occasionally even immoral by most folks’ standards. You 
wouldn’t be wrong to say that. But we earned freedom, and 
don’t answer to anyone anymore, and we took Marko Veroni’s
Ashes with us into the stars. 

Mostly, we stake claims in the more habitable expanses on 
Keldoon, a place we’re still trying to make better for 
ourselves. We spread ourselves out, though. We aren’t afraid 
of it. Anywhere in the System, if you walk into the most run-
down dive bar you can find, you’re likely to find a Shipper, a 
Skiff-rider, even an Enforcer, who still pays attention to the 
name Marko Veroni.



Foundation of Planetary Rejuvenation
No one knows what happened to the Foundation of Planetary
Rejuvenation. Mostly, folks figure they failed. They weren’t 
the last to leave Sol, nor were they the first, by far, but they 
sure did make the most fuss about it. Propaganda posters, 
endless press and media presence… they even had a parade 
when they launched from Earth. 

“We’re going to save you,” they said. 

“We’re going to save all of you.” 

We’re still waiting to be saved.



Frontier Nomads
Though each faction has claimed a planet to be more or less 
solely theirs by this point, that doesn’t mean there are the 
only planets out there, not by a Frontier mile. There’s 
countless bits of rock, untouched oases, or calamitous death 
traps still waiting out there. Some of them we’ve settled, and 
others we’ve stayed away from with reason. It was rumored 
at one point that someone had tried making a map of all of 
them, but I’ve never seen it. Maybe that’s something you can 
work on, while you’re looking for the next job.

Those who didn’t join up? Well, like I said, they’re still out 
there. Some work as miners for PCE, others make a meager 
living as farmers, shipping goods to whoever needs them. 
Others buy a Near-Light ship and trade with the civilized folk, 
which I hear you may have done for a spell. 

The rest just float, scrounging up whatever they can, making 
ships out of whatever parts they can get. They’re the nomads,
floating wherever the void winds may take them. Time to 
time, I hear rumors of whole cities of them out there, huge 
ships of scrap metal with barely enough life support and 
never enough room. Whether there’s any truth to those is 
anyone’s guess. I suppose you’ll have to find out for me.



A Brief Note on Near-Light Travel
Interplanetary travel, though it certainly started a grip of 
different ways, is mostly done by means of a piece of kit 
called Near-Light. Near-Light engines are common enough 
that they can get fixed most places and purchased for cheap 
enough, plus they’re fast enough to hop from one planet to 
the next in a couple of days or so. You’ve just got to make 
sure your pilot’s good with numbers before flipping the 
switch— you never know what you’re going to find out there. 
Or what’s going to find you, for that matter.

While you’re out there, it won’t always be clear skies. Most 
ships have some form of gun on ‘em or other, and most good
pilots know how to use them. Lords know the PCE ships sure 
have ‘em. Nowadays, those are just for insurance, we’ve had 
our fill of war. Like a good side-arm, a ship’s guns are just a 
guarantee that you won’t be messed with much while floating
the Frontier.

 That is, unless the other guy’s are bigger.

Just to be safe, you better come prepared. Go in slow, make 
nice if you can. But when the going gets tough, remember 
that you aren’t the only ones out there just trying to survive. 



Playing The Game
When we say that you’re playing Hell or High Water, what we 
mean is that you are volunteering to join a group of rough-
and-tumble individuals who rely on each other to survive. 
Each of you will have a role to play, and will use that as the 
basis for how you interact with the world. One player takes 
the roll of the Narrator, and will tell you what happens in the 
world around you, prompting action and reacting to your 
responses. 

The flow of gameplay is designed to be a conversation-- the 
Narrator describes the setting that your characters are in, 
and the players fill in the gaps with their characters thoughts,
feelings and actions. There is no turn order, or necessary 
hierarchy to whether the Narrator or players should speak 
first. The important thing is that you are telling a story 
together, and respect each others’ words and voices as each 
player tells their part. 

Typically, when your character wants to do something that is 
within the realm of possibility for them, we simply assume 
that they do it successfully. It makes sense that a seasoned 
engineer could plug a leak, or a veteran pilot can navigate a 
near-light-speed jump, so we just let that happen to keep the 
story moving along. 

In some cases, however, actions are too risky to have certain 
outcomes. In those cases, your character sheet or the 
Narrator may ask for a roll of the die. When this happens, roll



a ten-sided die, and compare the number to your character’s
Guideline. If it is at or above your Guideline, that is a 
successful High Water roll. If it is at or below the Guideline, 
that is a successful Hell roll. If it is exactly on the Guideline, 
that is a Great Success, which is described later on. 

ACTION VS. PURPOSE
How the Narrator determines whether you need to roll Hell 
or High Water to succeed is an action is equally up to the 
action you are taking, and your purpose behind the action. 

Remember that Hell or High Water is about the dynamic 
between two kinds of intent. On one side: Hell, representing 
malice, hunger for power, force for force's sake. On the other:
High Water, representing self-preservation, fear, survival. If 
all you are doing as a player is describing the action that you 
intend to take, you're only doing half the job. You need to 
describe both what you are doing, and what your character is
thinking and feeling while doing it, in order to give the 
Narrator a good idea of what you need to roll for success. 

Below is a set of example actions, and examples of what 
using each action with various intents looks like. This is by no 
means an exhaustive list, and the players should work 
together with the Narrator to determine what kind of roll is 
necessary for a given action, as well as the end result of a 
success or failure. 



Force a Hand

Usually considered a Hell roll, forcing a hand involves placing 
pressure on another party so that they reveal their position, 
their secrets, or a weakness. This can be done in a variety of 
ways depending on the situation, but is generally a physical 
action, such as firing a gun, releasing an air lock, pulling the 
proverbial plug, and so forth. It can be a High Water roll if 
this is done in self defense, or in the defense of others. For 
example, forcing the hand of someone who has taken 
hostages may be a Hell roll if made by an outside party, but a 
High Water roll if made by one of the hostages. 

Withstanding the Odds

When beset upon by outside forces, a player may roll to resist
them and their effects; think of this as the inverse of the 
Force a Hand move. When done successfully, the player 
moves the story forward by maintaining the status quo 
against adversity. Usually, this is seen as a High Water roll, as 
it is done primarily in self-defense, however it can be 
construed as a Hell roll if the move is done with the intent of 
harming others. For example, flying through an asteroid field 
may warrant a High Water roll, but flying through that same 
field with the intent of outmaneuvering the ships behind you 
and watching as they explode against the rocks, may be a 
Hell roll. 



Read the Situation

In many cases, it is impossible to know which move is the 
correct one to take without first getting a feel for the room. 
In such cases, a player may want to attempt a roll to learn 
about the people, the set pieces, or the potentially dangers of
the scene around them. The answers provided by a success 
are up to the specific questions asked and the Narrator's 
discretion, however this kind of roll is useful in determining 
your character's awareness, and the willingness of the scene 
to share its secrets. Typically, this is a High Water roll, as 
there is not an explicit offensive angle in most situations. 
However, if the question being asked is along the lines of 
"What is this person's weak point?" then the roll can just as 
easily be considered Hell. 

 

Help or Hinder Another Character

While it's certainly possible to tell the story of a lone spacer 
traveling the length and breadth of the Frontier without the 
moral obligations of teamwork, it's more interesting 
narratively and mechanically to have others along for the 
ride. When another character is in a bad spot, it is useful to 
try rolling to see if your character can get them out of it. This 
is typically a High Water roll if your intent is to work together. 
However, if your intent is to get the character out of the 
proverbial frying pan only so you can extort money or 
information from them, then it is likely a Hell roll instead. 



Convince and Persuade

Over the course of play in Hell or High Water, you will likely 
need things that other characters don't want to give you. In 
these cases, rolling to convince them otherwise will quickly 
become necessary. The way that you roll will depend a little 
bit on the request, but a lot on how you ask it. Are you willing 
to cooperate with the target, meet them half-way, or appeal 
to the target's humanity? That's likely a High Water roll. Are 
you threatening them? That's a Hell roll every time. 



Creating a Character
To create a new character, print out or scan the role pages 
that make up the rest of this chapter. Have each player select 
a role, and use the corresponding page as their character 
sheet for reference and note-taking. Each role has certain 
Actions that are unique to their place on the crew, and comes
with a starting set of Gear.  

Guideline
For each player, select a number between 2 and 9 to be your 
Guideline. This will determine your likelihood to succeed on 
certain rolls as you play the game. A higher number means 
that you are more likely to succeed on rolls that require Hell, 
while a lower number means more likelihood for a successful 
High Water roll. 

Review your role’s Actions and think about how you want to 
approach playing the game before selecting a Guideline 
number. 



Faction
Each player selects a Faction that they belong to, described at
the beginning of this book. Factions grant a boon to all of 
their members, regardless of role, and provide a context for 
how each character may be received when visiting civilized 
places. Unless discussed and arranged by your group, not all 
of the members of your crew need to belong to the same 
Faction. 

Prime Coalition of Equals: When reduced below 0 Health, 
roll High Water. On a success, you are not incapacitated.

Marko Veroni’s Ashes: When protecting your crew, always 
roll Hell. 

The Ket-Avet: When in the presence of another member of 
the Ket-Avet faith, add 2 to all High Water rolls.

Frontier Nomads: When acting in low- or no-gravity 
environments, add or subtract 1 to your roll. 



Gearing Up
New characters begin with 10 Coin. If a character is joining a 
game after most of the group has successfully completed a 
mission, the Narrator may opt to grant them more, befitting 
the level of experience that the character may have in that 
context. 

Players may spend Coin at any time for the following: 

Health. This is your amount of vitality, and represents how 
close you are to being Incapacitated. At 0 Health, any 
damage taken will result in a loss of consciousness. You may 
spend 1 Coin to represent time taken to improve your vitality,
and increase your Health by 1 point. 

Gear. In addition to the items provided by default for your 
role, you may find yourself needing a new tool for a job. Use 
the chapter on gear to review what may be commonly 
available at most vendors, or work with your Narrator to 
develop custom gear from the Custom Gear table. 

Information. At the start of a job, you may work with your 
narrator to spend Coin in exchange for information. By 
flashing the right amount of Coin in the right places, you may
be able to learn something useful about where you’re 
headed. Typically, 1 Coin will be enough for a solid bit of info, 
but your Narrator may require more for something really 
useful. 



THE MERCENARY
“Only the bravest traverse the length and breadth of the Frontier,
and only the stupid do it for free.”

Guideline Shmideline
At the start of each new job, re-draw your Guideline on any 
number between 2 and 9. 

Favored Weapon
Describe your favorite weapon. When using that weapon, 
subtract 2 from your roll. 

Blow the Doors Off
When using force to change the setting, can opt to roll either 
Hell or High Water.

HEALTH           □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □
Starting Gear:
Favored Weapon [3 Harm] Ballistic Jacket [-1 Harm]
Pistol [1 Harm]

Faction:

Notes:



THE CONSULTANT
“You’ve got a crew? Great. A ship? Even better! Now... let’s get you
a job.”

A Little Extra
When negotiating the terms of a job, roll High Water. On a 
success, you get paid a little extra. On a failure, you can get a 
little extra if you do a little extra. 

Nothing to See Here
When you get caught somewhere you're not supposed to be, 
roll High Water. On a success, you can get out if you move 
quick. On a failure, you accidentally draw more attention. 

Silver Tongue
When using wit and charm to diffuse a situation, add 2 to 
your roll. 

HEALTH           □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □
Starting Gear:
Hidden Dagger [1 Harm] Fine Clothing
Pistol [1 Harm] Signet Ring

Faction:

Notes:



THE PILOT
“What, this? Sure, I can fy thisss I can fy anything! Put a joystick 
on a can of beans and I could fy it, no problem.”

Leaf on the Wind
When piloting a vehicle of any sort, add 2 to High Water rolls.

Get the Lead Out
When throwing a vehicle into high gear to escape a situation, 
roll the die. If you roll at your Guideline, you make it out 
without a scratch. If you roll on the Hell side, the vehicle loses
something valuable. On the High Water side, the vehicle 
takes damage.

Got it Where it Counts
Vehicles have one extra point of Hull while you're driving 
them. 

HEALTH           □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □
Starting Gear:
Long Rifle [2 Harm] Hawaiian Shirt
Hotwire Kit

Faction:

Notes:



THE MECHANIC
“This ship’s built to last. Just… don’t touch anything.”

Keep It Flying
When the ship has dropped below its maximum health and 
you're working to keep it together, roll High Water. On a 
success, the ship regains 1 Hull. On a miss, you get yourself 
into an awkward spot. 

Discerning Customer
When purchasing custom gear or ship parts, reduce the total 
cost by 1 Coin and roll a die. If the die roll lands on your 
Guideline, reduce the cost by an additional 1 Coin.

It's My Baby
When working with a vehicle that you have installed parts on,
add 2 to your rolls. 

HEALTH           □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □
Starting Gear:
Ship Repair Kit Ballistic Jacket [-1 Harm]
Pistol [1 Harm]

Faction:

Notes:



THE CAPTAIN
“This is my ship, and my crew. It’s the only one I’ve got left.”

Protector
When you risk something to protect your ship and crew, add 
or subtract 2 to your roll. 

Friends in Low Places
Once per job, you can call upon a contact from your past. 
Name the contact, and roll the die. If the roll matches your 
Guideline, they were expecting your call, and are happy to 
help. If your roll is on the Hell side of the Guideline, they have
what you need, but you'll need to make up for screwing them
over last time. On the High Water side, they're happy to help, 
but don't have exactly what you need. 

HEALTH           □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □
Starting Gear:

Pistol [1 Harm] Favorite Jacket [-1 Harm]

Faction:

Notes:



THE DOCTOR
“You got shot again?! Howsss Whysss Never mind, just sit still...”

Regular Check-ups
During a period of downtime on your ship, each other 
character may visit you for a regular check-up. Grant each 
character that does this 1 extra point of Health.

Stabilize the Wound
When a character near you takes harm, roll High Water. On a 
success, halve the harm taken, rounding down. 

This Might Sting

When able to interact intimately with another character, roll 
Hell. On a success, render them unconscious for 1 hour.

HEALTH           □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □
Starting Gear:

Doctor’s Toolkit Medical Uniform [-1 Harm]

Faction:

Notes:



The Ship
If this is your group’s first time playing Hell or High Water, or 
at least the first run for this group of characters, spend some 
time collaborating on your ship. It is, after all, where you’ll be 
spending most of your time. 

Like your characters, it should have a name, and many of the 
details are flexible. Discuss how many bunks it has, what the 
common areas are like, what the bridge looks like. How is it 
decorated? What does the engine sound like? What color are 
the blinking lights on the control panel? What does the food 
smell like?

Get Flying
Either at the start of the game, or during periods of rest, 
players may spend their Coin to purchase parts for the ship, 
which confer various benefits. All commonly-available parts 
are listed on the next page, along with a guide for create 
custom-made gear.

Most importantly is Hull, which can be purchased at 1 Coin 
per point. When a ship is out of Hull, it begins to shut down. 
First the engines cut out, then life support. Your crew will 
have to hustle to keep everything together beyond that point,
so you’ll want to make sure that doesn’t happen.



Ship Parts
Shielding [1 Coin / 1 Hull]

Missile [1 Coin / 2 Harm / Heat-seeking / Single-use]

Lgt. Turret [3 Coin / 1 Harm / Manually-operated]

Hvy. Turret [5 Coin / 2 Harm / Manually-operated]

Auto-Turret [8 Coin / 1 Harm]

Shuttlecraft [10 Coin / Short range / Occupancy 5]

Ailerons [5 Coin / High mobility in atmosphere]

Gear
Pistol [2 Coin / 1 Harm]

Long Rifle [4 Coin / 2 Harm]

Utility Belt [2 Coin / Useful]

Space suit [8 Coin / Limited mobility outside ship]

Mag-boots [5 Coin / Limited mobility in 0G]

Kevlar [4 Coin / -1 Harm]


