G.M. Tips


I was in the process of creating new rules for ship combat rules when I thought that the rules were more than done and besides the staff and freelance writers of Palladium Books are busy with recreating those rules. So I thought that I’d write an article that would help with the quirks of being the Game Master and all that jazz. 





I have been a G.M. for well over a dozen years (almost two) and in my experience, I have seen several mistakes done in the gaming business. Most Game Masters survived the experience but the players were usually shaken by the experience. 





In my experience there are two types of adventures; the one-nighter and the campaign. One is long term (in goal) and the other is just for the heck of it and designed for a one line thought. This is not to say that there are some one-nighters that turn into a campaign. Sometimes that even happens by accident.  What I have experienced is even those campaigns are great with a good G.M.





Choosing your G.M.





            Now these G.M.’s run various types of adventures; each are useful in their own right but don’t let them take over your campaign.  There are three types of adventures.  They are “Kill them all”, “Lets make them think” and the “You get your points based on everything that you kill!”.  They can appear in pre-generated games or in ones created by the G.M. themselves. 





            Most players have experienced both and know the G.M. that goes for one or the other. I knew some guys that their idea of a campaign was a kill them all campaign. They would kill a NPC if it looked at them funny (in a mater of speaking). These players would take everything serious that the G.M. would say. Everything was a potential death trap to them set up by the G.M. They gained a lot of experience points but lacked in the common sense points area.  If a G.M. does come across one of these players, I would be careful, give them exactly what they want given to them to minimize the threat of mutiny in the campaign. 





            I hope to open the world of game mastering to those who are breaking their teeth on one of Palladiums games.  First, there are several G.M.s in the world. There are the Newbie G.M., Novas G.M. (a.k.a. the convert), the Die Hard G.M. and finally the Dinamic G.M. Oh there’s combos but for the most part I have discovered that they fall in these categories. As each is described, you’ll know who you are. 





            First there is the Newbie. This G.M. is winging it most of the time or is going by the book so much that those who have read the adventure know what to expect and may attempt to find a loop into transferring player knowledge into character knowledge.  At times this G.M. tends to wander and has lack of structure in their campaigns. Players can be frustrated by their structure only because they don’t know what they are doing wrong. (I hope to lighten the sting from this format of play.) At times the players run the campaign and the G.M. cannot control the game only because they have made it too big for them to chew. They don’t know how to direct and lead the players to where they need to go to get to their goal.  Its not a bad thing but can be frustrating.





            Second is the Novas G.M. or the convert. These guys learn quickly and have the experience that comes from other game scenarios.  Their experience and know how allows for the characters to break in new house rules and create a more dynamic game.  The downside to this G.M. is that they tend to pull so far away from the original game that it may frustrate those who are new to the game, who are reading the rules and getting contradictory answers when there’s a question, or old in the game are unchangeable. At a gaming convention they can be shunned and disliked because they don’t use the “terms” that the game uses but instead use their old games “terms”. All in all, they are still better than a Newbie but can discourage new players.





            Third is the Die Hard G.M. These guys are the equivalent of a holy man of the game that they love. They learn all the rules and sub-rules. They spend their time reading the rules as a pastime. To these guys the game is their favorite and only hobby.  They can almost quote the book like a pastor can quote scripture. They can get in the way of play with their insistence need for the rules of the game are played to the letter. 





The final G.M. is the Dynamic one.  This guy has played multiple games and has been around the block. They don’t need books to create an adventure, but keep one around to know the general world that they are playing in. They stick to the terms that are mentioned in the book. They use the rules lawyer to their advantage so they can keep in touch with the game. They are warm and inviting to conventions and newbies learn quickly from them. They have a thorough knowledge of the game but not too much that it hinders the game as to what was the exact rule that need to be played in order to play said situation. They play the game just to play.





 





Choosing your players


            It’s been in my experience that just as there are different types of G.M.’s there are different types of players. For the sake of new titles we’ll use the same ones that I used for the G.M. types. 





            Lets just quickly go over the types. First there’s the newbie. This guy doesn’t know jack about playing the game but has the spirit and the drive to learn. These guys are an empty glass ready to be filled. 





Second there’s the novas player. They have played other systems and love the idea of playing a game. They are helpful and friendly when talking to the newbie, how ever they don’t know every term and make the occasional mistake of calling out another game term. 





Third there’s the Die Hard and the Dynamic these guys are roughly the same in the world of players. They know their stuff and love the game system that the G.M. is playing. 





There are things to consider when you are setting up your game and whom you are going to play with. You have to be careful of the wonderers, the game lawyers, dead weights, tangent makers, hackers, and non-committed. All can be bad! Not “are” bad but can be. Lets quickly review them as well. 





First there is the wonderer. Now these guys I have already explained. They can be bad because you don’t control them. They just need direction.  





Next are the game lawyers. They are the players that know the rules a little too well. If you have one these guys, they will love to help in creating adventure and sticking by the rules. If you have something that they don’t approve of, than pass it by them and show them how you are following the rules. They will understand and forgive quickly. It’s recommended that you don’t go to far from the boundaries of a good villain when dealing with one of these characters.  





Dead weights are the next villain that can sneak into your group of players. These guys can do one of two things. Be glory hounds at the last second or nothing at all but complain that someone got to do the glory thing before them. 





There aren’t too many tangent makers but I have known a few. They want to argue the points that you as a G.M make. Sometimes they know the rules, other times they know something crazy like physics or anatomy or some other science that they want to argue. Don’t let these guys into your campaign if you want to have an argument that will rule the night. If you know, however, how to defuse the argument I would say go ahead and let them in. 





Of course there’s the hackers. These guys kill everything for the points. They are really not there for the story. They don’t care that the person that they just killed was the hook for their campaign. They don’t care that they just killed the messenger. To those people give them what they want sometimes and let them know (by loosing a character or two) who to mess with and who to not mess with. 





 The non-committed are the most dangerous. They don’t show up for a game or just show up when ever they want. They can upset your game a lot because they don’t know what is going on and haven’t made the connection with the N.P.C.’s that the other players have. They slow the game immensely and sometimes don’t even intend on it but it’s going to happen. I leave it up to the GM as to weather or not they are going to let this type of character in. 





Choosing your source material


            I have learned from some of the best in campaign design and play through reading their work or playing it. Some good examples of play can be in books, TV, old radio stories, comics or even real life. 





If you have read a good novel the characters are rich and in depth. The plot is full of twists and turns and that s what you want in a good campaign. The characters will be every bit as involved if you have a good plot to follow. However to insure success please avoid the classics or twist them enough that they are no longer the Star Wars, Star Trek, Babylon 5 stories that the players will identify right off.  They know the plots and stories weather or not they have read the book. They will see the end coming. 





Source material in your campaigns is a godsend and was meant to keep you from going in a bad direction. However the players have probably read the material also. So just throw in twists and turns. New bad guys and good guys make it unrecognizable. 





There is the movie. We have all seen our favorite movie a million times. They have the great plots and characters that go though a plot by getting straight to the point. But beware, because of modern technology, the CD and DVD is in the masses hands. The players are bound to have seen the movie a million times. If you follow the plot that a movie does I would recommend that you bend the plot way out of its original shape otherwise be called a fraud for following a movie plot.





My personal all time favorite is the comic.  If you want a good example of a story and role-play, pick up a comic and just flip through. Half of the time the character is thinking and the other half they are dueling it out with the bad guys.  Now I have read comics (and these are Role-Playing comics), where the players’ debate as to what is their next move going to be and that can be half the fun in play when in a campaign but it can also drag the campaign to a crawl. However there are those stories that we want to recreate using our rules and players. The stories are different enough that they can get by but again careful you aren’t the only one that read comics. 





I love TV. It’s like a box where the stories are told that they are to come to life or else be taken off the air. There is so many cool things that the TV has shown and so many programs that the players and G.M. will never forget. The one thing to remember when using TV as a source, not to use a show that you saw last week! 





Finally there’s real life. I could tell you that I have had warrants, IRS audits, major surgery, and having to work with disabilities (not my own mind you but my families) and the drama keeps coming. On the plus side if you don’t tell your friends about your personal life then they will not catch on to the story. However most players and G.M.’s share what is going on in their lives and it can be caught in the players “bad plot” nets before long. If anything go with something that is going on in the extended family. Something that the players don’t know about that they too could experience. They might like it. 





In the beginning


When I first started being the G.M. I thought that a good story was 90% story line and 10% me. In most ways I was partly correct, but one major factor I forgot, and had to learn over and over again, was being obvious. I would find myself dragging the players along in the storyline pleading for a miracle of someone noticing my subtle hints. Alas, players (no offense to anyone) are stupid (or it’s the G.M.) and really entrenched in the game when there’s a game going on. Players honestly don’t see the forest from the trees. Its not their fault, they honestly want to see the story unfold and will stare at you like a puppy, wide eye and wagging their tails waiting for you to throw the red ball. 





I also had to learn to let the players win. I would set up these amazing traps and crack up as the trap would snap shut on the players with no way to get out. That was usually because of lack of skill or talent in both my part and the characters. I’d become frustrated and upset because the story was still not going as planned. I had to learn that it’s all about the story and not about what I’m attempting to undo. 





The goal


The way to avoid “beginner’s crash” is to make things obvious and put their goals in front of them. Sure there are obstacles, but the players must be able to see between the obstacles to their goal(s). If they can’t see them, then they become lost and tend to wonder. Now I know there are some Game Masters that have players that see the goals but wonder on their own anyways, but they are the acceptation. We’ll discuss wondering players later.





Now you have their attention and they can see their goals. First, the players will want to see how they can get to their goals. As a G.M., I would strongly recommend that you incorporate the player’s skills and talents. Nothing ticks off players than to see some NPC get the glory and goodies. Make sure that your players will get all the praise and glory. 





When it comes to the goods, be sure to give them the option to get their greedy hand on the object of their desire and that the ones that they get their hands on apply to your campaign. If it doesn’t apply then don’t put it in your campaign! I have seen lots of campaigns that have been gamed by some poor young Game Master who gave a large “kill them all” weapon who had no intention of it being used, watch it be used and ruining the campaign. 





The tapestry of a game is a fragile and a good Game Master knows this. They are careful to play in character and will use it to the max. But how do we avoid tearing that clothe? Remember that the players want tangible goods that can be added to their collection of stuff. That sounds reasonable enough. 





Keep in mind their level of experience. If they are high, they are famous and well known for what they have accomplished, so to give them a rune weapon of mass destruction could happen. However if they were inexperienced and low level then perhaps it wouldn’t fit the story to give a complete stranger that sacred item. 





The Leash


I want you to always remember, it’s all about the story, but sometimes you need to cheat to move things along. In most stories there’s a N.P.C. or two that are not keeping hold of the main part of the story, but are a “guide” for the storyline. Now these characters can be evil or good but it doesn’t really matter, the point is, they are movers for the plot. 





My favorite way of moving the players is by tokens or clues that are on a text or computer. This takes out the guide without taking out the Game Masters influence. Another way was to have some type of radio contact with their motivator. That allows for the G.M./leader to give commands without having be their guide and taking their hands and leading them along. 





The Wanderer


There’s an occasion where a player or two will want to do their own thing. These guys can be the bane (killer) to a good game. To prevent it from discouraging you, sometimes you’ll need to shoot from the hip. When this happens, I would recommend letting the characters go a little ways from the direction to show to the game that they are in charge. However if your game is getting out of control then I would recommend that you pull them back with your leash or motivate them to come back by negative or positive reinforcement. Some examples of reinforcement would be:





Negative Enforcement Example: The characters wander from the path. Suddenly bandits come out of nowhere and attack the heroes or pirates shanghai their ship. The police discover their whereabouts. You get the idea. 





Positive Enforcement Example: A familiar NPC flags them down from a distance, or a radio call calls them back. The oracle starts to glow saying that there is danger up ahead; terrible danger.  Again you get the idea. 





Dead time


Occasionally the players just stop talking and just stare at you for insight on what to do next. You want them to use their skills and powers to move the plot along but they are not getting it. They are just staring at you dumbly and wagging their tails like a puppy for the ball in your hand. When this happens its recommended that you do a number of things. First you can stop the game and have everyone earn their points by reading their sheets. (They should have been reading the sheet the whole time but sometimes this happens.) The next idea is to have your N.P.C. (leash) that has been watching them, encourage the players to use their powers/skills. Another way is to pressure them to make a decision with a time limit (gets them reading their character sheet or better improvise).





It was pointed out to me once that this is a good time to break for food, refreshment, and a smoke. That’s fine and perhaps it keeps the game fresh and alive. Everyone, including the G.M. can refill their thinking pool and avoid cutting the night short because someone or everyone couldn’t keep track of the game because they were losing it. 





The rewards


Players love goodies and as I mentioned earlier, and sometimes they can get in the way. Don’t get discouraged because of the players desire to have the said goodie, that’s when you have the opportunity to put it into your current campaign or next campaign. Let them hold it for a while then take it away or let them keep it and know that you’ll have to tighten your belt when it comes to dishing out the pain. Remember if they have a big gun, you make dang sure that you have a bigger gun. That means you better have more weapons, an army, more magic, stronger psionics, higher experience or what ever you need to keep the campaign interesting. Don’t ever let the players have more then you. The odds have to be against them that’s what makes it interesting. Did Rambo have the odds even? No, and why, because if they were even then the movie would stink. Players will want to see the odds against them in some way or another. That doesn’t mean go crazy with out numbering them, just enough to make them think and use skill. As I said before let them see the goal as reasonably within reach. 





I treat the villainy like a target. The closer to the bulls eye, the more experience the villains have. So when they get to the gate of the bad guys palace, the guards have a little super powers or weapons or magic etc. As they progress the higher the experience or greater weapons or psionics etc. The point is that the players see some structure to your game. 





Details


            More than once have I lost the players because of lack of detail and description. That’s because I tend to way from charts and graphs but sometimes it nice to have around. While I’m imagining them roughly on a street corner they are picturing themselves approaching the street corner and not there, yet. This leads to G.M. callbacks and having to break out a pad of paper to show them where they all are. Be descriptive to the point of showing where they are but unless they call it, don’t tell them more. I love to tail the characters in a busy street and because no one is calling it.





Sub-Plots


            In your campaigns, novels and movies, there are sub-plots. These little stories are the ones that allow us to add more and more connection (or contention) to the world that the players are interacting in. So long as they don’t get in the way they are helpful and fun. The careful balance is to make sure that there are not too many N.P.C.’s that can help. N.P.C.’s can be helpful to the point of taking away from the players from doing their own work or stops the story from moving along. Avoid this. You can lose your game and edge that you have over the players. If you feel that you are going in that direction, add some spice and have one or two of your N.P.C.’s turn out to be evil and self-serving. That will drop them from their pool of resource and add more plot to the subplot. Then you can move along while the players stew on what they have just learned. 





            Now the new villain can be useful for the whole plot by carefully giving them access to the secrets that the players already know. All you need to do is make the knowledge valuable or interesting to that person/being/thing that now is hunting to get it too. 





The Connection


            Sometimes it can be hard to connect the characters to where they need to go. This can be especially true when dealing with more than one night adventures. I’ll illustrate an example to make a point. 





            Back in the day when I was a young and naïve player, I used to run one-nighters just to give an adventure on the nights that we played.  I was so afraid of running a campaign that I would end an adventure if I were unsure of where the story was going (usually I didn’t). To say the least the players loved the one-nighters because it was packed with action and excitement. It was ok for a while but I wanted to stretch those wings and try something bigger. So I got my hands on a new book and had the players roll up some new characters. At the time the players were used to rolling up new characters almost once a month. (Did I mention I was also a Killer G.M.) At any rate, I wanted to take a stab at Palladium FRPG. I created only one character, my leader (leash). That was it. I had little knowledge of what the world was like and the players knew even less than that. I wanted them to go on a simple dungeon crawl and get familiar with the monsters. It was epic (and a huge hit to boot)! My players were so excited they couldn’t wait to get more word on where to go next from my leader. He would send them all over Palladium and they explore all sorts of cultures and technology. We’ve moved on but they now know that world and I still have that leader.  We play the game using the same rules, N.P.C.’s and they know what their up against and where they’re going and they have fun in their discovery of what is out there in the Palladium world. That what has happened because I learned just one principal of a good G.M. 





Another Example


            A friend of mine when he was first experiencing being a G.M. wanted to create a whole new world. I warned him that that’s a lot of work and quite evolving, but he was persistent and assured me that the campaign would go smoothly. To insure his success I supported him in his campaign as one of the players. I took a character that he wasn’t familiar with and put him into the campaign. Now you must understand that we had talked about the world and I even knew most of the plot and story, however I was insistent on playing in character. The problem with introducing a new world is that there is little combat if any at all and this was the case in this situation. It was the first night, but no problem; we’d get over that. 





Poor guy, he made a lot of mistakes but as closed the night, he voiced some of his concerns about why I didn’t make mention of the things that I knew about his campaign to smooth things over. I told him that I wanted to earn the points for sticking to character knowledge and not player knowledge. I then voiced some of my concerns about what he was going to do the next night. He assured that the next night was going to be smoother now that we were familiar with the world that he created. Unfortunately it didn’t happen. 





The game continued the next night with the introduction of new doors and pathways of direction. We the players had already had a plan based on what had happened the previous night. He, the G.M., anticipated that that was the direction that we were going to go but because of the new directions we abandoned our plan and went a new direction and he was caught with his pants down and had to shoot from the hip the entire night. This was the second night that there was no combat or real problem solving. 





Third night was as bad as the previous nights. The only combat was bickering among the other players and his little tad bits here and there. The players and I were getting frustrated at his campaign and were about to quit. 





We decided to give the man one more chance and it was a good thing too. He came through like an inner child that finally had got out. We had everything! There was combat, thinking, and laughing. See, my wife (an avid player and occasional co-G.M.), and myself were careful to coach the man and teach him the secrets to a good campaign. We were extra careful to keep in mind his feelings and crossed our fingers on that fourth day.





I only wish that I hadn’t had to crash through learning myself and had the opportunity that he had. What we had taught him in several weeks of coaching; I had to crash learn in the several years of being a G.M. by myself. 





Alternate Universes


This article is designed to help with spicing up your campaigns. Things that everyone has probably thought of, but didn’t dare to do it. 





In the worlds of Palladium Megaverse there are countless worlds; just countless. In my campaigns I have had so much fun introducing the various characters into the players world from different dimensions and times.





            One time I had the players go up against their alternate universe guy, but to introduce them to the game I had the players leave their own universe for only one night. When I returned them to their own universe, they discovered that they had been gone for six months and evil doubles from a parallel world had been standing in their place and causing mayhem. The players enjoyed being pitted against their double and seeing the creativity that I had put in making them a different HU2 category than the one they had their powers in. The players watched, as this was a real molder for the universe that they lived in. Perhaps it was what started my campaigns epic log of N.P.C.’s that would be remembered for what they did. Currently one of the evil doubles is running for senator and is winning. That’s just a taste of what’s going on in my world. 





            The point that I’m making is that the megaverse is your play toy and so are the players. 





            I have had the experience of noticing that when I do something as simple as this scenario as the one mentioned above I noticed that the players enjoy it too. Just so long as I don’t cheat or make the villain untouchable, its quite fun watching the player go through the roof trying to undo what has been done. 





Each Universe


I don’t need to remind you that each universe that is created by the characters is unique. That means that in their own individual universe they are going to make changes that are in the book. I know what your thinking. You’re saying to yourself: ”No Duh!!” but I want you to hear me out on what I’m saying. In my universe there is the all-powerful being. His name is Al. No one knows what he does or whom he associates with, but to say the least he has a split essence in every known dimension that the players have played in. Those that find out who he associates with are amazed. They are the evil and the good and he doesn’t care what the topic is he can walk the talk. Each time he looks the same, has the same hair do and speaks with the same Dwarvin accent. He is my leash in each dimension and the man that they can count on to help them. 





   A friend of mine, in his worlds the players makes little influences that are spread throughout the universe. For example, he has a drink that started out as the concoction of an ogre that by the end of the campaign became worldwide. 





            It’s the little things that make the big impact in various worlds. Obviously that ogre drink isn’t going to make it into my campaign unless he brings that ogre into it or I can find a excuse to bring it into the campaign.





            Another example that he gave me was an adventure called the Head of Vespa. I understood the details because I had heard of something similar called the hand of Vespa. In the adventure of the head, the characters fought though a crap load of traps and monsters to get to this head. Well, legend has it that you have to cut your own head off and place the head in its place and then you get the powers of Vespa. As he continued about how the party that was playing cut everyone’s head off in an attempt to conquer the head and failed, I was laughing so hard that my sides were hurting. Now that nice goodie I almost asked for the plans for the game in order to just giggle again. As of yet, he hasn’t given it to me but that was yesterday and he wasn’t here today, but it is as I said, it’s all about the individual’s universe.

















