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Introduction



In each of us, there are two natures. If this primitive duality of man—good and evil—could be housed in separate identities, life would be relieved of all that is unbearable. It is the curse of mankind that these polar twins should be constantly struggling…

– Jekyll And Hyde (The Musical)



Tales of Entropy (Entropy from now on) is a story game for 3-6 players. The players create a tale of clashing characters who meet in turbulent times. The game emphasizes so-called collaborative storytelling, in which all the players have an equal opportunity to describe the unfolding events. The rules of the game gives structure to the flow of narration as well as challenges the players' creativity when they explore the possibilities and outcomes of events.

Entropy doesn't have a specific setting where the events of the game take place. Rather, the game begins with the choice of a particular scenario, a starting point upon which the players build a rich tapestry of content according to their own vision.

Central to the creativity are the protagonist characters that are guided by the players. They are in a grave struggle with each other. The characters’ powers and weaknesses are completely defined by the players. Each character carries within the seeds of both the flame and the shadow, the potential for protagonism and antagonism. During the game, each character will change in unusual and unexpected ways… or perish when driving for their goals.

At its core, Entropy is a game that delves into the themes of conflict and change – the drama is built around clashes between characters, and the changes that they are put through when they struggle to get what they want.

The book includes ten scenarios ready for play. These cover different milieus from contemporary to fantasy and from science fiction to the historical. Instructions about how to write your own scenarios are provided, of course, and I maintain an online scenario database, a complete up to date collection of Entropy scenarios.

Playing a story using the game of Entropy will usually take from two to three sessions. It starts with a preparation phase that takes 1-3 hours and concludes with 4-8 hours of actual play.
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What is Role-Playing or Story-Gaming

If you have never played role-playing games or story games, then this chapter is just for you. Unfortunately, the fact of the matter is that a small chapter in a small book does not even begin to explain this complex, yet wonderful, hobby. If you wish to learn more, I suggest you follow these two guidelines:


	Try to find a local gaming group you could join. First-hand tutoring is the surest and the easiest way to get into role-playing games. Odds are that you are not the only one in your town interested in the hobby.

	Study the matter in the Internet. Simply begin by typing “role-playing games” in Wikipedia and continue from there. Actual-play videos and podcasts can be very fulfilling as well, and there are plenty of them around the internet, especially on YouTube.



These will get you much further than any single chapter of a book could.

Still, I can give a summary introduction:

Basically role-playing or story-gaming is a group of people sitting around (or connecting virtually) and telling a story together. The story might take place in our world, in history, or on any world imaginable much the same as a film or a book. It could depict any genre imaginable as well. Different games focus on different genres or playing styles from monster-hacking to adventuring and from romance to political intrigue. The game is played verbally, the players describe events and engage in dialogue with each other. From an outsider’s point of view it is a little bit like radio theatre or audio books. Players of the game are both the contributors and the audience of the art they create together.

The story told this way is never the same, and the players do not know how it will unfold in advance. The story is also interactive; every player has the opportunity to change its course.

Rules bring order of some magnitude to this process. Players use the rules to emphasize interesting situations and to provide the story with randomness that the players can’t control. Some games have rules that explore issues of the game world, whereas others focus on the structure of the drama the players are creating.

Principles

Entropy is a collaborative story game, which makes it different from some other kinds of role-playing games you might be used to. In particular, keep the following basic principles in mind while reading further; they illustrate the open creative attitude necessary for playing this kind of game well.


	
Share

Everything in Entropy must be shared. Information about the characters and the setting, it is all in the open. Anything that hasn’t been said out loud and acknowledged by the other players really doesn’t exist in the game world, so you must be open to revising your ideas as the game progresses.

	
Collaborate

Characters are enemies; players are friends. Entropy is a game of collaborative storytelling. The players must help each other to create the best story imaginable, be it fun, tragic, or heroic. Any player can ask for help or ideas from others, any time.

	
Carry the load

When you have the power of choice, use it wisely and for the good of the story. Each player has narrative power in and around his character, and during conflict, this power can reach out to touch and alter the fates of others. These are the moments where interesting and unforeseen things happen. If you use this power in petty, vindictive and selfish ways, the game ceases to function properly.



Operator

There is no Game Master in Entropy, but one player of the group still has a special role in the game. He is called the Operator.

The Operator is the player who knows the rules and can be consulted about their details. He presents the game to the other players and reads the initial scenario to the group at the start. The Operator is responsible for general bookkeeping during and between the sessions, so that play continues smoothly.

During the play the Operator works just as other players do; he has a character of his own and has no special privileges or duties above other players.

As you are reading this, it is highly probable that you’ll be the Operator in your game. I tip my imaginary hat to you and your desire to organize games.





Scenario – The Source of the Story



Keep your friends close, but your enemies closer.

– Michael Corleone (The Godfather: Part II)



Entropy has a literary backbone of sorts. This probably comes from my background in writing fiction. I feel that written prose, especially when read aloud to others, has the power to captivate the minds of the players and set the mood for them to start imagining the shared story.

For this purpose, Entropy starts with a short piece of pre-created narration to work as a seed for the game. From now on, we call this narration the scenario.

It is best to start with an example. This scenario is very dear to me, as it is set in the historical fantasy setting of my novel, The Fargoer.

The Wedding

Troubles of love and transition of power in mythic Viking Age.

When the first Northmen started their journeys on the vast eastern rivers three generations ago, they were the exiles of their villages and the scum of the earth. Most of them never returned.

Eventually, some of them did though, and the northern reaches bore witness to boasts of great deeds. The Vikings and the silver they carried home would change the north forever.

Hårik was one of these men. He left as an outcast, but when he returned, he carved a nation on the islands with silver in one hand and a sword in the other. The lands he claimed once belonged to seal-hunters and merchants, but under his rule, those lands became a haven of power. He took over the trade routes of fur and slaves, and soon it was next to impossible to travel to Birka or Uppsala without crossing the waters of his dominion. Hårik and his land, Åland as he called it, was known throughout the lands all the way to the far north of Kainu and Turja.

Hårik’s travels and adventures are but a memory now. He had three sons who all met grim deaths in faraway lands, and his only remaining child is the stubborn daughter Aino. She inherited her tough wits and temper from her late mother, a woman from the deep forests of Häme. So tough and determined is she that even at sixteen summers of age her father the king has not been able to give her away in marriage.

The winter past was a gruesome ordeal for old Hårik. He coughed and moaned through most of it, and even the spring warmth has not brought back all of his strength. So it was that he took up a dire talk with his daughter: This summer, she would choose a mate or leave the lands forever with no patrimony at all.

Through the spring weeks merchants and travelers have been spreading the word: before the last flames of the midsummer bonfire burns down to embers, Aino will finally choose a consort. And not just that, but the future king of Åland as well!

It is the eve of the midsummer festival. The great clearing of Åland is crowded with the curious and the ambitious. Men of varying talents from near and far have come to demonstrate their power and skill. The air is filled with anticipation as the great bonfires are lit. Tomorrow it will all be over, one way or another.

Grains

Heart and guts can break through grim obstacles.

The northern summer is a whimsical companion.

The hand of a woman rocks the cradle of the fates.
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Viima

Before the feast starts, a man comes from the north with ten longships. Nine of them are full of warriors. Dark and silent they are, and of a brooding nature. The last boat bears his servants: those doomed men and women who have to follow his every move and fulfill his every dark desire.

Viima is a witch from far north of the land of Turja. The bones he carries with him bear countless spirits of old. Men whisper that he has struck a pact with spirits so powerful that even death itself doesn’t dare to take him to the Underworld.

Viima is after the Hårik’s kingdom, and should he get what he wants, the land will become the dark extension of his power. Power that can reach far from these rocky shores. The fair Aino will be cast among his servants… or worse.




Traits

Witch of Lapland (3)

Viima is a powerful witch. Ancient and horrible.

All-Seeing (2)

He can see things beyond the grasp of normal men.

Army of Slaves (2)

A hundred warriors and ten servants are at his disposal.

Doomed Spirits (1)

Vanquished foes do not escape, but keep serving him still.

Burdens

Horrible (1)

He is equally horrible both in appearance and reputation. He strikes fear to men around him.

Debt of Unnatural Life (1)

He has enslaved spirits, but some day soon they will make him pay for what he has done.
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As can be seen from The Wedding, a scenario consists of the following elements:


	Background setting, even if only in broad strokes.

	Interesting situation or issue the scenario centers on.

	List of central concepts (grains) that may come up during the play.

	One protagonist that is strongly involved in the scenario. This character is called a pivot character.



The Wedding and nine other scenarios are ready for play and can be found in the scenarios chapter. You can also check the online scenario database for more, or write your own!





Setup – From Scenario to Game



Adversity is like a strong wind. I don't mean just that it holds us back from places we might otherwise go. It also tears away from us all but the things that cannot be torn, so that afterward we see ourselves as we really are, and not merely as we might like to be.

– Arthur Golden, Memoirs of a Geisha



The scenario is only a rough outline of a situation. It acts as a skeleton on top of which the players add content that they are especially interested in. This way, the actual play will always be personalized and unique to the players. This creative process continues through the game, but it begins with a collaborative character creation and setting development.

The Narration

The Operator starts the game by reading the scenario aloud to the group. This is the starting “ritual” of the game. Reading a narrative tends to set a good mood and encourages the players to focus on the game.

The narration includes the scenario text and the description of the pivot character, as well as his defined attributes.

Keep the scenario text on hand in case the players want to reference it later. Remember the principle of Sharing.

The Brainstorm

After the scenario has been read, the play group starts to brainstorm possible characters. Whenever a player comes up with an idea, it is written down on the concepts-sheet. The Operator usually acts as a secretary here, documenting ideas as they fly, or the sheet goes around the table and everyone writes down their own ideas.

Concepts are generalizations up to a few words long that roughly define a character, a role, or some aspect of a possible character in the game. The goal is to have a vivid conversation and write down all the ideas that come up in the process. Emphasize free flow of thought without restrictions; every idea written here will not come into play so there is no need to be overly critical at this stage.

The brainstorming phase ends when you have explored all the possible concepts that you can generate with ease. There should be more concepts than players at the end of this phase.

Brainstorm-phase is an ideal moment for the players to discuss also what not to include in the game that is going to be played. Be it either personal issues or preferences over style and genre, it is a good idea to come forth with a consensus on these matters before the actual play starts.




Example

Players are set, dice and papers on the table. There are four of us playing the game; Nuppu, Sini. and Atte have joined me in bringing the story of the Wedding to life. An example of this game runs through the rules-section to elaborate the use of the different rules.

I read the introduction of The Wedding out loud. We start to brainstorm characters. We have a short, but lively discussion of the situation of the scenario and then focus on thinking of possible character concepts. Following is a list of things I write down.


	King Hårik

	Aino

	Show-off

	Lady of power

	Bastard son of the king

	Traitor

	Aino's foster sister



As we can see here, there are different types of concepts available. King Hårik and Aino are specific characters described briefly in the scenario already; we picked them out for consideration as possible protagonists. On the other hand, a show-off and a traitor are just personalities; neither depicts who is being deceived or what the show-off intends to perform. The other concepts fall somewhere in between these in terms of specificity.

We have seven concepts and only four players, so we decide that we have enough to move on.





Sealing the Roles – Characters

After the brainstorming is done, the group starts creating the actual characters, the main protagonists and antagonists of the story. When this is complete, every player has a character. The Operator already has one, as he is going to play the pivot character presented before; this is a good moment to copy the pivot character onto a character sheet, if you’re going to.

Player characters aren’t just random individuals who happen to be around where the drama is taking place. The demands set for a good player character boil down to two major things:


	Character is a nemesis for at least one of the other characters.

	Character has an agenda for some of the issues presented in the scenario.



What does being a nemesis mean then? In Entropy, the nature of the struggle is left to the players to decide. When creating the characters and defining the disagreements between them, the players should understand that this opposition is the force that is going to create the drama. The scenes will focus on them, as will the conflicts. They should be interesting enough to base the game on.

Characters can be nemeses on many levels. Some want to kill one another. Others are in love but try to bend each other to their will. Some just compete harmlessly over a prize of some sort. They may not even realize yet how conflicting their philosophical differences are. These are all acceptable forms of opposition – if the players can breathe life and drama into the conflicts they establish.

Characters always represent concepts that were created during the brainstorming phase. When a player picks a character, he strikes over the concepts that define him. There might be only one, but often a character combines several of the concepts provided.

To ensure that the pivot character has a nemesis, the first new character has to be created specifically in opposition to the pivot. The next player has an opportunity to make his character a nemesis of either the pivot character or the other one. A character can also be the nemesis for multiple characters, even all of them.

For rules purposes, the nemesis relationship is bidirectional: If Character A is a nemesis for Character B, B is also a nemesis for A. Nemeses do not necessarily know each other at the beginning of the story; that is not a requirement for characters to be nemeses to one another. Such characters are destined to clash by their conflicting interests.

The last player to decide has two options: Either he makes a character who is a nemesis for any of the previously defined characters, as the others have done, or he claims the pivot character from the Operator. If he chooses the latter, the Operator plays without a character of his own. This can only be done if there is a minimum of three characters in the game. This move is a good idea when there are more than five players, or the player judges the dramatic map to be complete without further addition.
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