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A game by John D. Clair, 
for 2 to 6 players, ages 14 and up. 

AEG's Big In Japan line brings the best of 
Japanese game design and innovation to the 
world. Games including Unicornus Knights, Sakura 
Arms, Love Letter, Sail to India, and more have all 
come out in the line. However, now there is a twist!

Custom Heroes is a game that AEG has developed 
using our Card Crafting System™, but first 
brought to market at Game Market Tokyo 2017.  
While it does not feature a Japanese designer, it is 
definitely Big in Japan!

Also look for Unicornus Knights!

About the Game 
Designer
John is an urban board game nerd who frequently 
masquerades as a tough outdoorsman by 
backpacking over the Sierra Nevada mountains 
or bicycling across the United States. Enjoying the 
sunshine and great people, he lives in Los Angeles 
and designs board games all of the time and does 
data analytics some of the time.  John invented 
the Card Crafting System™ that is used in Custom 
Heroes and first seen in Mystic Vale which was 
released in 2016. He has worked closely with AEG 
since he pitched them the original card crafting 
concept in 2014. 

In his spare time he continues obsessively 
designing and playing board games. He is terrible 
at golf, passable at tennis, and used to be pretty 
good at baseball. Homeschooled as a youth he 
likes to think he appears normal in public and has 
somehow managed to get engaged to a wonderful 
woman, Csilla, who encourages his board game 
obsession and makes him happy.
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In the Box
 A 60 Character Cards
 A 84 Card Advancements
 A 80 Card Sleeves
 A 76 Victory Point Tokens
 A 36 Power Tokens
 A 6 Player Screens
 A 1 Card Advancement Bag 
 A 1 Rulebook

Card Crafting
Custom Heroes uses AEG’s Card Crafting 
System™ which means that the cards will be 
modified and will change as the game goes along. 

During the game players will have a private 
selection of Card Advancements behind their 
Personal Screen (see "Player Screens" on page 
5). At any time, a player may take any of their 
Card Advancements and slide them into the sleeve 
of any cards in their hand (though do not forget 
power gem restrictions. See "Card Advancement 
Anatomy" on page 4). 

Once sleeved, a Card Advancement may not be 
unsleeved, so these changes will last the entirety 
of the game, not just the round on which they are 
played. Since the game lasts several hands, and 
all players draw from the same deck, the deck 
is constantly evolving. This gives Custom Heroes 
incredible depth while still being easy to learn. 

Custom Heroes 
Objective
The enemies are at the gates!  Unless our team of 
heroes can meet the challenge, the innocent will 
be overrun. There is little time left, grab whatever 
weapons you can find and head into the battle. 
Let’s hope you find something good!

Custom Heroes is a new twist on a trick taking 
game enhanced with the power of card crafting. 
Outmaneuver your opponents over several hands 
by changing the cards as the game goes on. The 
first player to reach 10  (Victory Points) and 
then win a hand is the winner! This number (10) 
may be adjusted up or down for shorter or longer 
games, as desired.
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Card Advancement 
Anatomy

1. Reset
This resets the number 
printed on the card to a 
different value.

2. Modifier
This adjusts the card’s 
value up or down. It 
permanently changes the 
value of the card. These 
modifiers, once sleeved, 
are not optional. For 
example, a 5 with a +1 on 
it must be played as a 6.

3. Special Ability
Some Advancements give 
the card a special ability 
when played (3A). 
To activate this special 
ability, you must spend 

 tokens as indicated on 
the card (3B). If the player 
chooses not to activate the 
special ability, they gain 

1   token instead.

4. Category
Each Card Advancement 
has a power gem color: 
Blue  for right hand 
items, Red  for left 
hand items, Yellow  
for buddies and ascended 
forms, or Green  for 
auras. A card may not have 
more than 1 of each gem 
(1 Blue, 1 Red, etc.)

Basic 
Character 
Card Anatomy
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Setup
Before your first game you will need to sleeve all 
60 Basic Character Cards. There are extra sleeves 
included in case a sleeve tears or needs to be 
replaced for any reason.

1. Give each player a Player Screen.

PLAYER SCREENS

Some players find it easier to play with 
their Card Advancements in their hands, 
some prefer not. For those players, we have 
included Player Screens to hide your Card 
Advancements behind.

In addition to hiding their cards, players may 
use the Placing Reference table on the back 
of the Player Screen to assist in scoring.

2. Take the Basic Character Cards (the non-plastic 
cards) out of the box. For each player in the 
game, take 1 full set of Basic Character Cards 
(values 1-10). This makes up the main deck. 
The rest of the character cards won’t be needed 
and can be left in the box.

For example, you would use 50 Basic Character 
Cards in a 5 player game with 1 set of 1-10 
value character cards left in the box. 

3. Give each player an ASCENDED FORM and 
KODORA Card Advancement to begin the game. 
Put any remaining ASCENDED FORM and 
KODORA Card Advancements back in the box. 

POWER TOKENS

Card Advancements with special abilities, 
such as ASCENDED FORMS and KODORA 
may be played as normal without activating 
their special abilities. Doing so gains the 
player a  token.  tokens may be used 
in two ways:

 A Special abilities cost  
tokens to activate.

 A At the start of your turn you may trade in 
4  tokens for 1 .

Players begin the game with 1 , 2  tokens, 
and 1 random advancement behind their screen. 
A player may never have more than 6  tokens; 
at the start of your turn, if you have more than 6 

 tokens you must trade in  4  for 1  or 
discard  tokens until you have only 6. 

Take all of the remaining Card Advancements out 
of the box, shuffle them, then put them in the Card 
Advancement bag in a place where all players can 
reach.

TWO-PLAYER SETUP

Two-player games follow the same set up 
order but with the following differences:

 A Use 3 full sets of 1-10 value character 
cards instead of just 2 sets.

 A Each player begins the game with 2 
additional random Card Advancements.
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Rules of Play
Custom Heroes plays over a series of hands.  
Each hand has an Upkeep Phase, a Main Phase, 
and a Scoring Phase, in that order.

UPKEEP PHASE

In the Upkeep Phase, the deck is dealt out evenly 
to each player.  Also players may declare if 
they wish to use 1 or more Kodora effects (See 
"Kodora" on page 9). Note, you wont have 
enough  to play a KODORA in the first Upkeep. 

MAIN PHASE

The Main Phase is where most of the action 
happens. This phase occurs over a series of 
rounds in which players take turns playing cards 
or passing. Each round has a winner who then 
begins the next round. Continue playing rounds 
until only 1 player has cards left in his hand, at 
which point the Main Phase is over. 

In each round, players will, one at a time, play 
cards in a communal pile. If this is the first 
hand of the game, the player who most recently 
dressed up in costume starts the first round. 
The player who begins the round may play a set 
of cards with the same number value. After the 
round has begun, when it is a player’s opportunity 
to play, they may play cards from their hand or 
pass, with the following rules applying:

 A The number of cards played must be the same 
until the round is over (e.g. if the first play is 3 
cards with a value of 1, all other plays in that 

round must be exactly 3 cards).

 A The cards played must all be the same value 
(e.g. all 3s or all 7s, not some 3s and some 7s).

 A The value of the cards must be equal to or 
greater than the top of the pile (e.g. if the pile 
shows four 5s, the next play must be a four-of-
a-kind and have value of 5 or greater).

 A If a player plays cards with value equal to 
the top of the pile, then the player to their left 
skips their turn once (they may not play cards 
until their next opportunity to play).

 A Special abilities cost  tokens to activate, as 
noted on the card. If a player plays a card with 
a special ability but chooses to not activate the 
special ability, that player gains a  token.

 A You may always pass, even if you otherwise 
could play cards. If you pass you may still play 
cards later in the same round.

TWO-PLAYER

In a two-player game, the value of the cards 
played must be greater than the value on top 
of the pile; they may not be equal to. This 
means there is no skipping in a two-player 
game.

After a player plays or passes, the opportunity to 
play or pass goes to the next player clockwise. 
Turns continue around the table until all players 
consecutively pass (or are skipped) and the turn 
returns to the last player to have played cards. 
That player “wins” the round. Clear the pile from 
the middle of the table and the player who won 
will be the starting player for the next round. If the 
player who won is now out of cards, the player to 
his or her left starts the next round instead. 

6

PASSING

Players are not obligated to play; they may 
pass even if they could play. Before choosing 
to play cards, players may wish to evaluate 
if passing is in their best strategic interest, 
holding the cards for a future turn. Players 
who pass may still play cards later if the 
opportunity arises. 

SCORING PHASE

If you are the first player to play your last card 
and you have 10 or more  at the moment you 
play your last card, you win the game. If you have 
less than 10 , score as normal as detailed 
below.

When a player plays the last card in their hand, 
they check the Placing Reference table on the 
back of the Player Screens and gain the reward 
associated with their placement.

6 5 4 3 2 
PLACE

1st 5 1 5 1 5 1 5 1 4 2

2nd 4 1 1 3 1 2 3 1 2 2 1 2 *-1 1 2

3rd 3 1 2 2 1 2 1 2 2 *-1 2 3

4th 2 2 2 1 2 2 *-1 2 3

5th 1 2 3 *-1 2 3

6th *-1 3 3

*Reset to 9  if you have 10+ .

Continue the above process until all placings have 
been determined. If you got last place, and after 
scoring you have 10 or more , you reset to 
exactly 9 total .

If no one has won the game, collect all of the 
cards, shuffle them together, and begin a new 
hand. The player in last place this hand becomes 
starting player of the next hand.

SCORING EXAMPLE

If you are the 3rd player to play your last 
card, you get the rewards for 3rd place 
as listed on the reference table. If, for 
example, you got 3rd in a 4-player game, you 
would get 1 , 2 , and draw 2 card 
advancements and put them behind your 
screen.

CHAMPIONSHIP 7TH HAND

At the end of the 6th hand, if no player has yet 
won the game, there is final championship hand. If 
the player who won the 6th hand also happens to 
be the player with the most points (not tied), that 
player immediately wins the game.  Otherwise, the 
player who won the 6th hand, and the player who 
has the most points will face off in a 1 vs. 1 final 
hand. All other players are eliminated. If multiple 
players are tied for the most points, all the tied 
players advanced to the final hand (which will then 
have more than 2 players).

In a 2-player game
Play a final hand like a regular 2 player hand. The 
winner of this hand wins the game regardless of 
points.

In a game with 3 or more players
Shuffle all the cards and then deal 10 to each 
player who advanced to the 7th hand (any extra 
cards should be returned to the box face down). 
As always, the player who did worst in the 6th 
hand leads the first round. Play the hand like a 
regular multi-player hand (even if there are only 
2 players). The winner of the hand wins the game 
regardless of points.
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Card Advancement Clarifications
As a reminder, when you gain a Card Advancement place it behind 
your screen. At any time, you may sleeve any of your advancements 
onto any card in your hand so long as you don't put 2 advancements 
with the same power gem color on a single card. Once sleeved on 
a card, that advancement will stay on that card for the remainder of 
the game.

ASCENDED FORMS

Ascended forms are powerful Card Advancements with which 
players begin the game. Activating an ascended form requires  
2  tokens (instead of 1). If you activate an ascended form, it must 
be played as a single card and the numerical value does not matter. 
The ascended form's special ability automatically beats any previous 
play, regardless of the number value or quantity of cards played. 

Example
An ascended form will beat a previous play of four 8s. After 
an ascended form is used, play continues around the table 
as normal, though only another ascended form may beat a 
previously played ascended form (which would cause the next 
player to be skipped as normal).

BURNY

When this special ability is 
activated, it counts as if the 
player is playing two copies 
of the card, instead of one. 
This means that a player may 
play a set of cards that would 
otherwise have one too few 
cards in it.

EDGE

If this card is played by itself, 
you may not use this special 
ability (you still gain the  
however). If played as part of a 
set with other cards, you may 
activate this special ability. 

When activated, this card 
becomes “wild” (this means it 
has a value equal to whatever 
the other cards in the set are). 
For example, if two 5s and a 
EDGE are played, that would 
count as three 5s.8

CHARMY

After a player activates this 
special ability, the direction of 
the pile changes. If the values 
were ascending, they start 
descending, and vice versa. 
This effect lasts for the rest of 
the round. For example, after 
a CHARMY is played, to beat a 
pair of 4s, you would need to 
play a pair of 4s or lower.

Note: You can always play equal 
value, except in a two-player 
game. This does not change 
that two player restriction.

SPECTOR

This special ability does not give 
the player an immediate benefit. 
Instead, if the player wins this 
round, they gain an extra , 
immediately. This could possibly 
give a player their 10th , 
allowing them to win the game 
if they also get 1st place that 
hand.

KODORA

KODORA is a Card Advancement with which players begin the game. 
You may choose to sleeve a KODORA during the upkeep phase. 
Moreover, you may only play a KODORA during the upkeep phase 
and only if you have at least 2  (once the main phase has begun, 
cards with KODORA on them may only be played for their number 
value which will still provide a  token). When players wish to use 
it during the Upkeep Phase, they play it in front of them and leave it 
there during the main phase. This means that the player will have 
one less card in their hand that hand. 

KODORA is a risky ability. Players gamble 2  that they will win 
the hand. If they get any place other than first they lose the 2  
they gambled. However, if they get 1st place, they keep their bet and 
gain 2 bonus  that hand! These 2 bonus  are gained BEFORE 
checking if the 1st place finisher that hand has enough  to win 
the game. Thus, if a player gains  from KODORA, it is possible 
that they may also immediately win, rather than having to wait 
another round, as normal. 
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Card Advancement Clarifications
As a reminder, when you gain a Card Advancement place it behind 
your screen. At any time, you may sleeve any of your advancements 
onto any card in your hand so long as you don't put 2 advancements 
with the same power gem color on a single card. Once sleeved on 
a card, that advancement will stay on that card for the remainder of 
the game.

ASCENDED FORMS

Ascended forms are powerful Card Advancements with which 
players begin the game. Activating an ascended form requires  
2  tokens (instead of 1). If you activate an ascended form, it must 
be played as a single card and the numerical value does not matter. 
The ascended form's special ability automatically beats any previous 
play, regardless of the number value or quantity of cards played. 

Example
An ascended form will beat a previous play of four 8s. After 
an ascended form is used, play continues around the table 
as normal, though only another ascended form may beat a 
previously played ascended form (which would cause the next 
player to be skipped as normal).

BURNY

When this special ability is 
activated, it counts as if the 
player is playing two copies 
of the card, instead of one. 
This means that a player may 
play a set of cards that would 
otherwise have one too few 
cards in it.

EDGE

If this card is played by itself, 
you may not use this special 
ability (you still gain the  
however). If played as part of a 
set with other cards, you may 
activate this special ability. 

When activated, this card 
becomes “wild” (this means it 
has a value equal to whatever 
the other cards in the set are). 
For example, if two 5s and a 
EDGE are played, that would 
count as three 5s.8

CHARMY

After a player activates this 
special ability, the direction of 
the pile changes. If the values 
were ascending, they start 
descending, and vice versa. 
This effect lasts for the rest of 
the round. For example, after 
a CHARMY is played, to beat a 
pair of 4s, you would need to 
play a pair of 4s or lower.

Note: You can always play equal 
value, except in a two-player 
game. This does not change 
that two player restriction.

SPECTOR

This special ability does not give 
the player an immediate benefit. 
Instead, if the player wins this 
round, they gain an extra , 
immediately. This could possibly 
give a player their 10th , 
allowing them to win the game 
if they also get 1st place that 
hand.

KODORA

KODORA is a Card Advancement with which players begin the game. 
You may choose to sleeve a KODORA during the upkeep phase. 
Moreover, you may only play a KODORA during the upkeep phase 
and only if you have at least 2  (once the main phase has begun, 
cards with KODORA on them may only be played for their number 
value which will still provide a  token). When players wish to use 
it during the Upkeep Phase, they play it in front of them and leave it 
there during the main phase. This means that the player will have 
one less card in their hand that hand. 

KODORA is a risky ability. Players gamble 2  that they will win 
the hand. If they get any place other than first they lose the 2  
they gambled. However, if they get 1st place, they keep their bet and 
gain 2 bonus  that hand! These 2 bonus  are gained BEFORE 
checking if the 1st place finisher that hand has enough  to win 
the game. Thus, if a player gains  from KODORA, it is possible 
that they may also immediately win, rather than having to wait 
another round, as normal. 
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