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FOREWORD

It is my belief that the author of every roleplaying game should make an attempt to communicate the goal of their game, what it’s about, and work to ensure that the reader has every understanding of intent that can be made available to them.

In many ways, Crescendo of Violence is the most ambitious game I’ve ever designed. That’s a good thing, and the process of getting to this final text has really made me improve as a designer. It is a blend of rules-light mechanics, narrative story-first mechanics, and structured rules for high-octane action.

Crescendo of Violence is a toolkit game designed to tell a very specific type of story: a high-action, high-violence, gun-fu noir story set in a cybered-out future. Every rule I’ve included is designed to hit one of those notes. Anything that didn’t, I cut or stripped back. There are no rules for things that I feel aren’t applicable to my vision of these themes.

I’ve tried to get as close to an ideal rule set for that specific game as possible. I’m sure that there’ll be imperfections and oversights, but I am very proud, very pleased, and very gratified with the final result for Crescendo of Violence.

Where you find gaps in the rule set, I hope the design process is transparent enough that you can fill them in yourself in a way that you find fun, satisfying, and that makes the game a little bit more your own.

This was the hardest game I’ve ever written, on a lot of levels. Music is magic in many ways. I wish I’d captured what music has meant and will mean to me. This game challenged me when I didn’t want to be challenged. It happened during a hard time in the world, my personal life, and my career history. But we carried on through and I love what we made. We made a big swing for the fences with this game and, in the end, I think that’s a good thing, and it allowed us to make a truly unique game.

Alan Bahr, 2022


If you were around in the first year or so of my career, you might recall that I released another card, token, and dice-based roleplaying game named Crescendo of Violence. This game is a reimagining after a half-decade of experience, learning, and growth as a designer.

You’ll find threads and themes that reach between the games (use of tokens of multiple colours/types, narratively focused damage, etc.), though they are wildly different in many respects (setting, mechanics, and more).
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INTRODUCTION


Welcome to Crescendo of Violence, a jazz- and cinema-inspired roleplaying game that blends heroic bloodshed and neon-noir into an action-packed, high-octane, and improvisational wire- and gun-fu roleplaying experience set in a cybered-up retro-future dystopia.

This is a complete roleplaying game, with setting, rules, and everything else you’ll need to play in one book. There are a lot of genres and terms thrown around in this book, so before we dive in, let’s clarify some of them.


THIS ISN’T CYBERPUNK

While the visual style of this retro-future dystopia might appear cyberpunk, the game itself is not. While it borrows a number of themes from cyberpunk, such as the concerns around advancing technology, disenfranchisement, power, and corporations, it isn’t explicitly about those things or pushing back against them.

Cyberpunk focuses on life at the bottom of the heap in a dystopia where government has failed, corporate power rules all, and crime is rampant. Cyberpunk protagonists, if not actively rebelling against this new order, are usually getting crushed by it, and its stories are as often about ideas as people.

Crescendo of Violence is a game about people. People who have to make hard choices, in hard situations, in a hard world. People who make selfish choices, be it to get a leg up or just get by. People who more interested in fighting their own battles and personal demons than fighting the system (although for some that may be one and the same).

So, while Crescendo of Violence shares many aesthetic elements with cyberpunk, and certainly can tell a cyberpunk story if you want it to, that’s not how I’ve explicitly oriented the game.



WHAT IS NEON-NOIR?

Neon-noir is a modern extension of the classic film noir genre that flourished in American cinema around the middle of the 20th century. Both neon-noir and classic noir focus on seedy urban underbellies, telling saxophone-saturated stories of violence, crime, and hard-boiled investigators.

Where neon-noir starts to differentiate itself is in its setting and visual style. In neon-noir stories, protagonists are alone in the vast, neon-lit cityscapes of the modern day or dystopian future. Heroes in neon-noir are often alienated from the world in some way, emotionally and socially isolated even when physically surrounded by hundreds of thousands, or even millions, of people.

Neon-noir draws from the same stable of character tropes as noir, so expect ex-soldiers just trying to get by in civilian life, femme fatales lounging in smoke-filled dive bars, and hard-drinking private investigators fumbling for the emergency whisky in their desks while the flickering light of a dying neon sign casts them simultaneously in harsh light and stark shadow. These aren’t people out to change the world, they’re much more interested in paying rent come the end of the month, or surviving until next Tuesday in their gritty, broken world.

At its core, neon-noir is a cynical and morally grey genre. The world is rotten and there’s nothing you can do about it, no matter how hard you try, so why bother? Even if you’re the ‘good guy’ in the story, you’re probably not that good – if you even want to be. It’s common for neon-noir protagonists to take a dim view of their society’s rules and prefer to operate by their own code. Protagonists may be fundamentally decent deep down, but their circumstances frequently force them to compromise on that decency and resort to less-than-moral (often violent) means to achieve their goals.

So roll with the punches (of which there will be plenty), try to accept your place in the world, and just be glad you’re not one of the suckers who’s somehow got it even worse than you. Also, try not to get shot.

If you’re confused or worry you don’t understand neon-noir, I’ve included a list of some films we think help communicate the idea later (see here).

WHAT IS HEROIC BLOODSHED?

Heroic bloodshed is a cinema genre focused on hyper-stylised action sequences and bombastic explosions. The themes of heroic bloodshed revolve around violence, honour, family, loyalty, and redemption (usually for the protagonists).

It’s like an old kung fu movie, where guns replace the kung fu, and the enemies are almost always corrupt law enforcement, gangsters, or corporate thugs.

Heroic bloodshed tends to feature similar protagonists to those seen in neon-noir, and tends to revolve around concepts of memory, identity, and inequality in similar ways (look no further than Hard Boiled to see how inequality is dealt with in the heroic bloodshed genre).

Heroic bloodshed visually focuses on smooth, balletic action, exciting fights, and using violence to communicate core ideas and concepts about the characters. Who you shoot and how you relax is just as important as what you say (usually more so).


WOUNDED SOCIETY

Film critic Imogen Sara Smith said “film noir is like a plant that springs up after fires. It thrives in destabilised and wounded societies.”

Noir is generally viewed as the by-product of war and conflict, but many events can wound a society and culture. Crescendo of Violence presents a world wounded by an ecological disaster, and fractured by the solutions (which are good and healthy, but misused by those in power).

The scars of this disaster run deep and have caused a societal trauma that is manifested in a “lost generation” of individuals pulled into crime, violence, and escapism (through music, in this case).



BLENDING THE GENRES

With naturally similar protagonists, grey morality, and a tendency to resolve tough situations with fists (or bullets) rather than words, neon-noir and heroic bloodshed have a comfortable overlap.

Protagonists are agile, flowing, and stylised, with explosive, action-packed scenes, but with a dramatic tension based around personal stories. They’re almost always nobodies – or less – in the world, trying to do what it takes to get ahead or get by. They’re competent, have conflicting loyalties and desires, and run into problems with lovers, friends, family, and employers alike.
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