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INTRODUCTION


Welcome to the world of micro-role-playing games! Whether you’d like to brave the desolated landscape of an alien world, tell stories of high-paced medical drama, or even compete with one another in a break room at work to see who’ll get sent home early, there’s something for you here.

Since their invention in the 1970s, RPGs have entranced millions upon millions of players. The Ultimate Micro-RPG Book explores an exciting subset of this hobby. Whether you are new to the world of RPGs, or if you’ve been playing them for years, this book offers something for you. Many of the micro-games you’ll find here are innovative, vastly different from anything you’ve played. Others are more traditional and are a great way to break into role-playing games.

This is a collection of forty tabletop role-playing games, ranging from fantasy to horror to humor. Each game has everything you need to make characters, build a world, and start playing, all in about two pages per game. The pages are designed to be torn out of the book, so you can have them for easy reference. The games’ rules systems are explained in under a thousand words, so they won’t take much time to learn. They don’t take that long to play, either—usually about 1–3 hours.

Above all, micro-RPGs are about storytelling. You and your fellow gamers tell stories; where you go with them is up to you. Because of the compressed nature of micro-RPGs, the events of the resulting stories are few, but the range is as wide as the players want. In the following How to Use This Book section, you’ll learn more about storytelling technique within RPGs and how to make your experience even more fun. This section will explain the general rules of micro-RPGs, how they’re structured, and more. If you’re an experienced RPG player, you may want to skip the first part of this section; however, if this is your first time playing RPGs, this will help you understand how to play them and what to expect.

Let the stories begin! There are worlds for you to explore!





HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


In this section you’ll learn some basic techniques for role-playing. You’ll also learn about establishing a safe and friendly atmosphere for your game, ensuring that all the players feel comfortable and can enjoy the game equally. Finally, you’ll learn how the games in this book are set up and how you can identify which games will best suit you.

First of all, just what is an RPG? A role-playing game (RPG) is a type of game in which players generate fiction through shared imagination. The core concept behind RPGs is similar to imagination-based games people play when they are young, like “house,” using dolls or action figures, and other simple games of pretend. These types of games call on players to inhabit a role and interact through shared imagination.

“Tabletop” RPGs published in game manuals introduce structure to this process. Published RPGs, or role-playing systems, help players establish goals, track abstract information, and resolve conflicts. Rule systems and randomizers (such as dice or cards) help adults make sense of what comes naturally to most children.

You might already be familiar with some well-known RPGs such as Dungeons & Dragons. When most people think of RPGs, they picture sword and sorcery stories told with polyhedral dice. However, RPGs have grown well beyond these roots to encompass every genre and set of mechanics imaginable. In this book you’ll find games featuring horror, science fiction, romance, comedy, and so much more. The rules will call for dice, cards, handwritten notes, drawing maps, and even drawing temporary tattoos on each other’s bodies!

It’s a celebration of all the many wonderful things role-playing can be. Hopefully this book will help you discover a new passion, or at least a new way to enjoy something you already love.


WHAT IS A MICRO-RPG?

A micro-RPG is a role-playing game with rules that are no longer than a few pages. They can be as short as 100–200 words. There is no true defining factor for micro-games beyond their size, though they are typically grounded in specific scenarios or concepts. Like haiku or flash fiction they find boundless opportunities for creativity within limited space.

Designers of all experience levels use micro-RPGs to explore new mechanics, experiment with fresh game concepts, or simply create games that wouldn’t work on a larger scale. While small games have existed since the early days of RPGs with photocopied ashcans and game zines being sold and passed around at conventions, the advent of online publishing has made micro-games a staple of modern design.

In the past, micro-RPGs have had something of an ephemeral quality, appearing at specific events, getting buried in forums, or getting lost in a sea of creative brilliance as they vie for attention against more polished-looking projects. This book collects innovative games created by veteran and new designers to bring you an exciting cross section of what is possible in the world of micro-design.

KNOWING THE ROLES

The games you’ll find in this book have specific structural roles that work to make the game function. All the games have player characters (PCs), and many—though not all—have game masters (GMs). Although technically everyone involved in an RPG is playing the game and is therefore a “player,” player characters are sometimes simply called “players.”

What Is a PC?

In most of the games in this book, the players are responsible for controlling individual characters. For our purposes these characters and the people who play them are both called PCs.

Narratively, PCs are the protagonists, and players in the PC role are the primary authors of their story. PC players choose how their character thinks, looks, and acts. PCs interact with outside forces like other players and randomization, so a player in a PC role can’t control everything that happens to their character. However, a PC player always controls how their character reacts to what happens.

Players in the PC role can have the following responsibilities:


	Determining their character’s appearance, behavior, personality, and history

	Making decisions about their character’s actions

	Embodying a character’s voice

	Managing their character’s statistics and abilities

	Addressing storytelling challenges through character action



These responsibilities and the overall function of this role can vary from game to game.

In some games, the most important aspects of a PC are the numbers, determined through various means like rolling dice and spending build points; however, not all games use dice to assign values in character creation, even within this collection, that make up their vital statistics. Others call for players to pay attention to their character’s emotional state based on events in the game.

TIPS FOR BEING A GOOD PC


	
Be a fan of your character! Root for your party and let them become your heroes.

	
Listen to your group! RPGs are about collaboration, and your next great idea is probably in supporting someone’s last great idea.

	
Chase your fun! Don’t be afraid to ask for things you want to see in the game.

	
Be experimental! RPGs offer a chance to step outside everyday experiences, so swing for the fences.



What Is a GM?

Many RPGs, including the micro-RPGs in this book, have a specialized role that controls any elements of the game that are not PCs. The title for this role varies, but here we’ll refer to it as the game master (GM).

The GM is like a narrator, director, producer, supporting actor, and crew rolled into one person. Colloquially we say GMs “run” the game. The GM is usually also the arbiter of a game’s rules. Sometimes there are no clear rules in a game system for what’s happening in the game scenario; sometimes there are a few contradictory rules that might apply. The GM is tasked with deciding what to do in those situations. The GM is also role-playing. They control the actions of nonplayer characters (NPCs): characters that are not controlled by players, which function to support or oppose PCs in the story.

TIPS FOR BEING A GOOD GM


	
Be a fan of the PCs! Even if you control the game’s challenges, you are playing with the group, not against them.

	
Be a spotlight! This is a story where the PCs are the protagonists; even if it’s destined for tragedy, you want to set them up to look good.

	
Listen first! Players spend the whole game telling you what they find interesting and tossing around good ideas—it’s up to you to hear them.

	
Ask questions! It’s easier to move a story forward if you are answering a specific question than if you are creating in a vacuum. If your group gets stuck, look for the questions you are trying to answer.



Players in the GM role can have the following responsibilities:


	Determining the appearance, behavior, and personality of NPCs

	Controlling forces in the game world unrelated to characters, like environment and time

	Controlling the general flow and focus of the overall narrative

	Presenting PCs with challenges that advance their story

	Preparing materials for game sessions

	Understanding the rules of the game and deciding when they apply



The number and variety of responsibilities a GM role has varies based on game system and personal style.

    
        By Any Other Name

        Sometimes game designers pick different names to describe a player in the GM role. Usually it’s to add some thematic flare to the game. The most important thing about a GM is what they do, not what they are called.

    

    THE GOLDEN RULES

No matter what role you choose, there are three rules every player should follow. They’ll make each game safe, fun, and rewarding.

1. People Matter More Than Games

RPGs are great, and it’s really fun to get invested in your ideas and stories. However, that should never overshadow the real people you’re sharing the table with. No one should ever have to swallow discomfort or compromise their feelings for the sake of a game.

Always remember to treat sensitive subjects with care, check in with your group as you play, and be willing to stop the game and start a conversation if people seem uncomfortable. Remember this also extends to yourself. No one at the table is more in touch with your feelings than you! You are your own best ally when it comes to caring for your well-being.

2. Fun Matters More Than Rules

RPGs are a truly infinite canvas—anything is possible within the realm of imagination, which means that the rules of a game can occasionally be a limitation. Ideally the rules funnel your creativity, reinforce themes, and provide interesting challenges. However, a designer can’t anticipate every situation for every group. Sometimes the most obviously fun thing for everyone at the table goes beyond or counter to the rules of the game.

RPGs are less rigid than most other games. Because they are so intimately controlled by the players, they can accommodate bending or breaking a rule in the name of fun. This sort of decision works best if it’s acknowledged and discussed in the open. Breaking rules and not telling anyone is cheating. Breaking rules as part of a group is working together to have a good time.

Generally speaking, if you and your fellow players think something is fun, you should do it!

3. Make Choices Important

The final rule is a twist on an old improv classic. If you know anything about improv, there’s a good chance you’ve heard of the rule of “yes and.” Essentially “yes and” is the basic cornerstone of collaboration. It’s about embracing the ideas of the people you are working with, then building upon them.

Also, saying yes to an idea doesn’t necessarily mean saying yes in character. Saying yes is merely accepting the proposed reality.

We prefer a slight twist on this rule: Make choices important. This rule challenges you to look at and build on the ideas of your fellow players in a specific way. First, it calls for you to view everything that happens at the table as an intentional choice that people are making. That assumes intention behind their ideas. Then it asks you to add to those ideas in a way that honors them and gives them personal significance by “making choices important.”

At the end of the day “yes and” and “make choices important” are the same thing. Every time you “make choices important,” you are also following “yes and.” The difference is that, with “yes and,” not every act of building really engages meaningfully with the ideas people have already presented. There are plenty of ways to say “yes, and that idea doesn’t really interest me.” Which is why we think that challenging yourself to “make choices important” will lead to a stronger and more fulfilling game.

USING THE TOOLS

When you play an RPG you spontaneously tell amazing stories with your friends. That’s a daunting task on its own, but RPGs make it easy and fun thanks to their mechanics—the structures and components that make up the game and encourage your creativity. They break down the big narrative building questions into small, simple activities.

Game mechanics include a wide range of tools that might be helpful to explain here as you go on to learn the rules of the different games in this book.

Dice

Dice are one of the most common resolution systems in RPGs. While most people are familiar with the box-shaped six-sided dice that are used in casino games and American standard board games, RPGs use a wide variety of polyhedral dice with configurations of 4, 6, 8, 10, 12, and 20 sides being most common (some dice sets also use a die with multiples of 10: 10, 20, 30, and so on, up to 00, which stands for 100).

When we refer to dice in this book, we abbreviate the number and kind. For example, two six-sided dice would be abbreviated as “2d6,” and a single twenty-sided die would be “1d20.”

Dice are used in a number of systems. Some simply call for players to roll a number of dice to find a result on a table, some require players to roll over or under a specific target number, and some have players roll several dice to use the highest or lowest results.

A few of the dice systems in this book were adapted from the Powered by the Apocalypse system by Vincent Baker and Meguey Baker and by the Forged in the Dark system by John Harper.


Cards

Another common game mechanic is cards. While some RPGs have their own custom sets of cards, the games in this book use standard decks of playing cards or tarot cards. The two major systems for cards are table-based results and interpretation-based results. Table-based results provide players with prompts and themes based on a card’s suit and number, allowing a variety of results within a simple system. Interpretation-based results call on players to use the design on a card as thematic inspiration to determine what happens next. The possibilities are potentially unlimited.

Maps and Webs

A few games in this collection call for players to collaborate on creating a visible object as they play. This can be a two-dimensional item like a hand-drawn map or an elaborate three-dimensional interactive web in the style of a conspiracy board. Maps and webs help players develop a sense of space and turn ideas into evocative tangible objects. This makes it easier and more dynamic to process information.

Prompts

Prompts are an incredibly simple game mechanic, but they have really effective results. Prompts are thematic inspirations or specifically crafted questions designed to inspire compelling responses. A prompt is a mechanic so straightforward it’s almost subtle. A well-crafted prompt helps establish theme and tone, which makes it much easier for players to collaborate.

Kinetic

A few games in this collection have elements that you don’t often find in tabletop RPGs: kinetic components. These are mechanical components that call for players to move objects or make some form of light physical contact. Kinetic components can punctuate the themes of a game and heighten players’ emotions.

Most of the mechanics we have addressed thus far are primarily concerned with inspiring players and resolving uncertainty. Like maps and webs, kinetic components determine how game information is received and organized.

Epistolary

Epistolary games call for some kind of journaling or writing element. Most if not all of the action in the game is driven by written words. This makes the process of contributing ideas to a game more deliberate and presentational. It also creates a tangible record of your game, which many players find to be a compelling reward.


Random Draw

You might be more familiar with this concept as “drawing from a hat.” This mechanic calls for players to generate ideas that will appear later in the game at an unpredictable time. It’s a fascinating way to develop narratives because it calls for ideas in isolation and slowly reintroduces them, reinterpreting their context in the moment.

Clocks and Meters

Countdown clocks and event meters are methods of tracking progress toward specific moments. This sort of mechanic has grown significantly in popularity after being refined in John Harper’s Forged in the Dark system.

To use clocks, players draw a simple circle and assign it to an abstract concept. Then players draw lines through the circle a number of times to create different segments—the more complex a concept, the greater the number of segments on the clock. Each time the players complete an action that reasonably advances them toward a specific event, they fill in a segment of the clock.

Meters function in a similar way, as they also build toward specific events, but in this collection meters have milestones that change the dynamics of play. For example, in Pig at a Wedding the reactions of unsuspecting party guests change as they get closer to discovering the pig.

It’s possible to use two competing clocks or charts to heighten the significance of an action. For instance, imagine a crew of thieves trying to crack a safe. They are trying to complete their task before authorities catch them, so two clocks are established. Depending on how successful the PCs are in their actions, the GM can advance either the safe clock, the guard’s clock, or both.

Here are some clocks from a survival-style game, which are tracking supply levels. The levels decrease as the players choose to take vital actions other than resupplying:
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These mechanics help players develop a common sense of pacing. They prevent big moments from hitting too quickly and bogging down simple tasks with unnecessary details.


SAFETY & COMMUNICATION TOOLS

Role-playing is limited only by the imagination of the players at the table, which means there are no guarantees about the content that appears in each game. The point of playing is to have fun, but that gets tricky if you encounter things that make you uncomfortable in real life. Phobias, personal trauma, and personal taste are all things that can disrupt someone’s experience during a game.

Many modern games use safety tools as auxiliary rule sets to help prevent stressful moments from coming up and help deal with them gracefully if they arise. These rules are technically optional, but this collection features games that cover a variety of subjects, activities, and tones. Even if your group of friends has been playing together for years, there is a chance you’ll run into something you haven’t encountered playing together before. We strongly recommend using at least one of the safety tools described here when playing.

We’ll identify and outline three popular safety tools, discussing their strengths and weaknesses. This will help you choose the best tool for your group and game.

The X-Card

The X-Card, created by John Stavropoulos, is one of the most simple and popular safety mechanics. It is used in a wide variety of published RPGs and has been incorporated into RPG event programming at several gaming conventions. It helps players identify difficult topics and remove them from play as they arise.

Players place a card or piece of paper marked with an “X” in the center of their play space—within view and reach of everyone playing. During the game, if anyone feels uncomfortable with a particular piece of content, they can tap or hold up the X-Card. At this point play stops, and the player identifies what made them uncomfortable. The group decides how best to remove that content. Once a decision is reached, the content is edited and play resumes as normal.

While a player using the X-Card should identify the content they need to edit, they are under no obligation to share why they have that need. The X-Card is a tool to remove stressful content, not an excuse to interrogate people who are experiencing discomfort.

It is possible for people to simply ask for certain content to be removed, but this tool is presented as a card for two important reasons. The first is that it offers players a nonverbal way to communicate. When someone encounters truly traumatizing material, it can be difficult to voice discomfort. The nonverbal signal is a good backup in a difficult situation.

The second is that it incorporates the idea of challenging material and a way to avoid it into the social contract of the game. If a player uses the X-Card, they are not being picky or difficult—they are playing by the rules. With this tool, there is an established protocol to be considerate of each other’s comfort.

PROS


	Streamlines communication

	Easy to learn

	Noninvasive



CONS


	Reactive, not preventive

	Still requires someone to communicate in a difficult moment



EXAMPLE


Kimya: You get home and your parents are talking in hushed tones about a sick relative. They seem tense.

Ali: I’m tapping X on this. I don’t want to deal with serious illness.

Kimya: No worries! They are watching the news and appear to be on edge about what’s happening.

You can find additional information at http://tinyurl.com/x-card-rpg.



Lines and Veils

The system of lines and veils was developed by Emily Care Boss from concepts in Sorcery & Sex by Ron Edwards to facilitate players identifying difficult topics and to establish limits before a game starts. Players start by discussing the general themes of their game and point out specific subjects they feel sensitive about. A line is a hard content limit that indicates a player does not wish to encounter a subject in any form. A veil is more of a warning or indicator that a subject should be treated carefully and implied rather than directly narrated.

This allows everyone to proactively avoid situations that might trigger the use of a tool like an X-Card. It saves people the stress of accidentally upsetting their friends. It also helps players create a common understanding of their game’s themes.

Just like with the X-Card, you never need to ask why a player requires a certain safety tool. Players are at the table to play, not to justify their trauma or taste. The only follow-up questions people should ask are ones that help clarify what content to avoid and how to avoid it.

PROS


	Informs people before a problem arises

	Affects play in an unobtrusive way



CONS


	Asks players to proactively identify their triggers

	Sometimes people don’t discover difficulty until they are in the moment



Script Change

One of the most robust safety mechanics was created by one of the designers who contributed to this collection! Brie Beau Sheldon’s Script Change is a set of tools to help a group establish a shared sense of tone and to control the action of a game when things get tricky.

Before the game starts, Script Change asks players to discuss a content “rating” that everyone would be familiar with, like those in films, TV shows, or video games.

This is a good starting reference point and puts players in the mind-set of people controlling a production.

During the game players place cards with rewind, pause, and fast-forward symbols on the table. The rewind card is similar to the X-Card. When a player encounters something they don’t want in the game, they can tap or hold up “rewind” to move the story back to the point before that content was introduced and discuss alternative possibilities.

The pause card is used to facilitate conversation and indicate that a situation might call for greater context or care. After someone taps “pause,” players cease narration and discuss upcoming events—or something that just happened—so everyone can be aware that the pausing player has additional needs to play comfortably. Pausing doesn’t alter the scene like “rewind,” but it fosters a meta conversation and brings focus back to the players rather than the game.

Finally, fast-forward indicates a need to move events past the current scene. Rather than taking a specific topic out of the game entirely, it changes how that topic or events are experienced. It signals to the group that a player is fine with what is happening, but they don’t necessarily want to spend time watching it unfold.

These tools help establish the game as a controllable thing. Whether you are a PC or a GM, Script Change gives you agency. It also opens you up to the idea of applying tools that people use in other media to make you feel more at ease when role-playing.

PROS


	Provides lots of options for approaching difficult content

	Treats content more fluidly, making necessary changes easier



CONS


	More tools for players to learn makes setup take longer



You can find additional information at http://briebeau.com/thoughty/script-change/.

STATS BOX

In this book, we’ve made it easy to find the kind of game that’s best suited to your mood, level of complexity, and playing time. Each entry has a Stats box—a handy graphic with basic information that will help you choose the perfect RPG for your group. For example:


Number of players: 2–8

Playing time: 2–4 hours

Complexity: 1

You’ll need: 1 or more d6.

Goal: To plan the greatest party in the galaxy.

Tags:

Genre: Science Fiction

Tone: Funny

Format: GMless

Content: Whimsical, farcical, weird alien stuff



Here’s what all this means:

Number of Players: Most of the games in our collection can easily accommodate groups from 3–6. Some are designed to be an intimate experience for just two players, and a few can be played alone!

Playing Time: Most of the games in this collection can be played in 1–3 hours. There are even some that will give you a satisfying experience in 30 minutes. Games vary in length due to the number of players, so assume a longer playing time with a larger group.

Complexity: This collection has games for people who are new to RPGs and folks who have been playing for decades. We rate our games on a scale of 1 to 4. Games at a 1 are very simple and easy to understand. Games at a 4 have more complex mechanics and might be more suited to experienced groups.

You’ll Need: While our book gives you all the rules you need to play, some games require accessories like pens, paper, dice, playing cards, and even paint. This section lists everything you need to get started.

Goal: This is a simple one- to two-sentence description of what players are trying to accomplish during a game. It will help you focus and give you an idea of what a game is like.

Tags

This book contains forty games! Since we don’t want you and your friends to have to read all of them just to know what you want to play, we’ve put together a system of tags so you can learn about our games at a glance and pick one that’s just right for your group!

Genre

For some players, a game’s setting is a huge part of the appeal. Sometimes you’re in the mood for orcs and elves, sometimes you want to take a ship into deep space, and other times you just want to make the real world a little different. The Genre tags will give you a general idea of each game’s setting so you can find just the right one.

Fantasy: Perhaps the most iconic setting for RPGs, fantasy games are set in worlds with elements of magic and the supernatural. When discussing the fantasy genre, most folks think of sword and sorcery stories like The Lord of the Rings or Conan the Barbarian. However, the genre can be more expansive than that; a fantasy story can be set in a modern urban area where monsters roam metropolitan streets. They can also have no magic at all and just take place in a world unlike our own.

In this collection, the Fantasy tag means the game will include swords, magic, monsters, a pseudo-medieval time period, or all of the above.

Science Fiction: The science fiction genre fills the world with wondrous technology and as-of-yet unseen discoveries. Sometimes science fiction looks far into the future; sometimes it makes the modern world unrecognizable with a small speculative push.

In this collection we have a particular affinity for outer space. If you like the idea of strange machines, robots, aliens, and the world of tomorrow, check out the Science Fiction tag.

Modern: Sometimes you want to play in a world that resembles our own. Games in the modern genre thrive on finding fun and adventure in the mundane or familiar. Modern games wear their differences on their sleeve and ask their audience to assume that pretty much everything else is the same as you would find in our world. If there is any magic or other element of the fantastic, it’s probably presented as magical realism.

Horror: This genre focuses on the grim, macabre, and violent. Like many other genres, horror contains multitudes and means different things to different players. To some horror is about aesthetics—ghosts, monsters, and spooky locations. For others it’s a signifier of subject matter—violence, powerlessness, and suspense. No matter what, you can expect a game tagged with the Horror tag to deal with conceptually scary things. It’s always good to check in with your group about how intense you want your exploration of horror tropes to be.

Animals: In this collection we found our own genre of animal games, in which all or some of the players control animal characters. One of the true joys of role-playing is imagining an experience you could not possibly have in real life. Whether you play these games with grounded realism or over-the-top anthropomorphic intelligence, playing an animal gives you an opportunity to truly be different.

Most of our animal-themed games are farcical, so look for the Animal tag if you want to have wild fun.

Tone

Most of the time individual groups of players set the tone for their own games. However, depending on the setting and mechanics, a game can push you in a certain direction. The following tags describe what we expect will happen with most groups.

Adventurous: This is almost the default setting for RPGs. Games with an adventurous tone want you to seriously engage with their premise, but allow you to make it into what you want. They’re not built to make you laugh or cry; they are built to engage your creativity and help you have fun. This means the tone of these games is the most variable depending on the group.

Games like Pyrewaltz and Gnomesteaders thrive on player energy and work best when everyone is fully invested, even if that takes you over the top.

Funny: These games are structured for jokes. They’ll provide the perfect setups for you and your friends to make each other laugh.

In terms of tone, “funny” doesn’t necessarily mean “light.” Some of our funny games find humor in emotional content. Hero Dog Saves Town and Event Planning in Zero G are silly and fun, whereas Unkindness and Wonders find humor in turbulent emotion and interpersonal conflict, which can be heavy for some groups. Object Kilo offers a look into the abyss using dry humor. No matter what, these games are most enjoyable when players are excited and able to laugh with them.

Serious: These games work best when players are fully invested. Some RPGs want to take you on an emotional journey and maybe teach you something about yourself. If they are approached earnestly, they can change your life. But if you aren’t willing to dive in, they may fall flat.

Games like Absolution in Brass and The Agony of Elves have premises tied up in fraught emotion and tragedy, which is an acquired taste. Annedale-by-Sea and A Green Hour are very intimate and can stray out of comfort zones for some players. What Our Bodies Tell Us requires players to trust each other enough to draw on each other’s skin! More than anything the Serious tag means the game is asking players to approach with care.

Scary: Scary games are either straightforward horror scenarios, or they play with horror tropes. Many RPGs are about empowerment, and horror games often move in the other direction, putting players in situations where their characters are at the mercy of malevolent forces.

Scary games range from simply spooky to tense and gory. It Wants Souls and You Were Never Really Here are classic ghost stories, while Dead Planet is a blood-spattered thriller.

Format

While most games have one GM and several PCs, this collection contains games that accommodate a number of different styles of play. Some players like the GM format, others are happy to move between roles as the game unfolds, and some feel nervous taking on certain responsibilities. The Format tags will tell you the basic format for each game.

Traditional: A Traditional game structure has one GM and one or more PCs. The PCs are in charge of their characters, while the GM controls everything that is not a player character. This is the most popular format for an RPG, and if you are familiar with games like Dungeons & Dragons, you understand the basic principle.

Traditional games are great for new players, as they introduce a format that appears in the vast majority of RPGs.

GMless: GMless games move away from the Traditional structure by blurring or removing the line between GM and PC. A GMless game might put every player in a position where they control the world around their characters—it might even do away with the concept of characters entirely. Some GMless games have everyone at the table playing characters and resolve the movement of the rest of the world entirely through game mechanics.

We recommend GMless games for folks who feel confident about playing. They tend to provide less structure and reward players who enthusiastically jump in!

Rotating: Games with a Rotating format have players moving between roles throughout the game. Sometimes players will only be responsible for a single PC; others will have to control the game world and NPCs.

This format is great for players who are interested in experimenting with the GM role but don’t feel like they want to hold those responsibilities through the whole game.

Content

Unlike our other tag types Content tags are not connected to larger consistent categories. They are abbreviated descriptors specific to individual games. All of our tags are meant to help you understand what to expect before you commit to a game. Content tags will help you understand things about a game that might not be clear until you start playing.

Now you know what you need to know to play any of the games in this book. Let your imagination run wild and have fun!




ABSOLUTION IN BRASS
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A Game of Guilty Steampunk Zombie-Cyborgs

BY SHARANG BISWAS

Number of players: 3–4 // Playing time: 60–90 minutes

Complexity: 3 // You’ll need: Paper and pens.

Goal: Gain forgiveness for your past deeds.

Content Tags: // Genre: Fantasy // Tone: Serious // Format: Rotating // Content: Emotional, trauma, guilt

In Absolution in Brass, you play as a band of steampunk zombie-cyborgs, undead soldiers conscripted by the Wicked Choir, who march toward humanity’s last battle while seeking forgiveness for the wrongs they did in the past.
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TERMS:

FUSED: Your characters. Brass-undead cyborgs. Your band of Fused knew each other in life and march together in death.

WICKED CHOIR: The enemy of humanity. You are their slaves.

SHARDS OF HEAVEN: Warped geography, where pieces of Heaven landed after the Wicked Choir’s decisive attack.

WRONGED: The Fused whose past suffering at the hands of the other Fused is spotlighted at each Shard.

CENSURED: The Fused who hurt the Wronged the most (as chosen by the Wronged). They make a sacrifice at the Shard.
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The Wicked Choir’s howl shattered Heaven, hurling twisted Shards across the lands.

You died.

Now, you are a “Fused,” an undead creature of brass and necrotic flesh.

What dangers have the warped Shards that dot the landscape birthed? Can you overcome the corruption of your decaying body? Will you unearth terrible memories from your life?

And will these memories of guilt, shame, and pain bind you further to the Choir, or will you earn forgiveness and break free from your masters during the Final Battle?

SETUP

All players answer the following questions:

1. What fueled your character’s life, or what was the most significant event to happen to your character?

• Beauty • Discovery • Difficult Choices • Labor • People

2. What was your character’s occupation in life?

FUEL

The Chorus’s other soldiers have been powered by substances such as:


	
BEAUTY: crushed amber

	
DISCOVERY: fermented cave-darkness

	
DIFFICULT CHOICES: the breath of a priest before a sin

	
LABOR: lightning

	
PEOPLE: an insect swarm



Answer the following questions:


	
1. The Choir powers your character’s form with a substance that acts as a crude echo of this fuel. What is it?

	
2. What one possession from life does your character still carry?

	
3. What physical limitation does your character’s brass-undead form impose on you?

	
4. What is the first initial of your character’s name?
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