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Interactive Storytelling - Gamemaster
I) Brainstorming Process

Having never run an interactive story before, the first thing I wanted to find out was how to tell a good story. So I thought about what are the best stories out there, and I decided that good movies really bring you into the environment and get you engrossed in the story. So I watched “Man On Fire” and took notes about the important plot points and made small interest curves at each point (Appendix A & B). Doing this helped me understand how an action movie builds the excitement towards the finale and also how a movie fills in those spaces between the exciting points. Basically, how a movie handles the tense and release aspects of telling a story. “Man On Fire” creates tension with the action sequences and releases you once those sequences are over. The release though takes you to another part of the story that helps build the characters or advance the story away from the gunfire and action sequences. One of the interesting things was how the story began. Within the first 2 minutes of the movie, a high point of action occurs, a child gets abducted. This not only foreshadows what will happen later, but immediately pulls you into the story. So I made sure to plan for that in my story. 

The next part of the brainstorming process was to think of themes to apply to my story. These ranged from all over, from gladiators to superheroes to dating (Appendix C & D). One of the interesting stories I wanted to tell was a backwards story like the movie “Memento”, but I decided against this in order to keep the story simple. I then was deciding between 2 major themes, gangsters or gladiators. I chose the gangster theme because of my interest in the gangster movies and seemingly easier access to the story for my participants. The theme became a bank robbery gone wrong because I wanted to add a twist to the story to surprise my player characters (PC’s). The idea was to get them to think that they were working for a crime boss and if they did well, they would get more work. So the bank robbery was to be seen as a test. This set them up to not expect that in the story the PC’s would be set up by someone snitching them out. So the brainstorming process started from many different directions and focused down to simple idea.
II) Items Used to Create Story

I then typed my thoughts out about the direction of the story and possible plot points (Appendix E). After getting all of these ideas out, I refined the story into a final write up which I used during the game session (Appendix F). Two of the PC’s were brother and sister who grew up poor and without a father. The brother’s best friend was the third PC. All three grew up poor and gravitated toward a life of crime. Their backgrounds and stat sheets are in Appendix G, H, and I. The story began with the aforementioned bank robbery beginning and set up. The players then are taken on a car chase getaway with a visit to the apartment of the guy who set them up. In the final scene they encounter the crime boss who ordered them to get set up. He reveals to them that he is the father of the brother and sister. I thought this would be an interesting twist because the players knew they had not grown up with a father and it plays on the cliché sayings of “like father, like son” and “the apple does not fall far from the tree.” There were 5 main plot points I used to generate excitement, my job as the storyteller was to advance my players along that story using a tense and release formula.
III) Interest Curve – Before the Game was Played
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IV) Interest Curve – After the Game was Played
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V) Interest Curves - 3 Player Characters
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VI) Post-Mortem Analysis

A) What Worked Well

I think the best thing I did was my brainstorming. I took lots of ideas and looked at the pros and cons of each one and developed about 2 of them to the point where I could write a story for each one. Then I thought about my player characters and decided which one would be most accessible to them and chose that one. For the story, I think it helped immensely just to watch a movie and take notes about the major plot points as well as how the movie brought the audience along in between the plot points. I had also talked to the local game store on Murray Ave. during the initial phases to get an idea of how an adventure game would go. I should have gone back later when I was more fully developing the story as they were very helpful. But I did get useful information from them about creating the story and bringing users along. All in all, the brainstorming was strong as it helped guide my ideas and story. 

Another aspect of my adventure game that worked well was the action in the story. I wanted to keep the action coming so that there were tense moments followed by short moments of release. For instance, the transition from the bank robbery to the getaway did not allow for much of a rest because as soon as they were done with the bank robbery plot point, they were thrown to the getaway plot point. Then I wanted to keep the pressure on the player characters by getting them to find out who set them up. They got a rest from gun fights, but were forced to find out and visit the rat who set them up. I feel action I infused into the various plot points helped move the game along and keep the PC’s involved.
Additionally, I felt that the twist in the story where the bank robbery goes wrong came as a pleasant surprise to the players. At first, the story seemed to be just a regular bank robbery, shoot’em up game, but now they were set up and in great danger. This kept the action going and the players knew this was not going to be an ordinary bank robbery. 
Lastly, I think I balanced the player characters’ skills well. Everyone was able to take part in the game. Two of the characters were strong in 2 areas but weak in one, while the third character was balanced between the three skill areas. This allowed the PC’s to be able to participate in all aspects of the game and not feel restrained because they were only good at one skill. So, the PC’s were not too powerful, nor too weak, but balanced well so that they could complete the story but struggle enough to feel challenged.
B) What Worked Poorly

One of the things that worked poorly was very beginning of the game. Originally, I had planned to throw the PC’s in the middle of a bank robbery at the start, but felt that they would have to warm up to each other first. So I set up the prep scene. This wound up taking forever as they kept asking questions to the representative and what could they buy to help them with the robbery. My mistake was that I knew the robbery was a small part of the game, but I set up the PC’s to think that this was a large part of the game. Therefore, they spent much more time on this part than I had anticipated. Because of my miscalculation, the beginning of the game went slowly. As the game master, I let them deliberate on it too long, and should have forced them to just get into the robbery.

Unfortunately the very last twist in the story at the very end, where the crime boss reveals that he is the father of one of the PC’s, worked extremely poorly. I had imagined that this would work differently, but as the last scene played out, the PC’s did unexpected things. As the scene played out, I did not feel that the ending I had would work, and tried to think of a new ending. Unfortunately, I did not come up with anything, and just went with my original ending. It came out corny, forced, and did not really make sense. I think the ending could still be interesting, but in addition to building the characters better, I should have worked it in differently. Such as instead of the crime boss revealing he is their father, the PC’s could have killed him and as they search his body, they find his license which has the last name as the two characters. I think if I had spent more time on creating multiple endings so that I was not constrained by one, I would have avoided the situation.
A third thing done poorly was the descriptions of the characters. At first, I thought that leaving the character descriptions general would be good because the PC’s could use their imagination to fill out their characters in their own way. Unfortunately, they seemed more lost about what type of person they were. Sometimes people want to be told what type of person they are to be rather than make it up themselves. If I had told them more detailed descriptions of their character, I think it would have immersed them more into the character and really understand my interpretation of the characters. Even though the story is interactive, the PC’s still want the story to dictate what type of role they will be playing. 
Lastly, I think I could work on my story telling skills. If I had been more animated and better played the roles of the NPC’s then I think the PC’s would have enjoyed it more. I should have taken the point of view that the PC’s are to be entertained just like the movies do and that I cannot expect them to use their imagination. Some acting classes might help, but more importantly, I could have just practiced the plot points and figured out how to engage the PC’s into the story. 
C) Interest Curve Analysis

My pre-game and post-game interest curves looked similar except for a couple things. I was also satisfied with the interest curves from the players as well, and they revealed some interesting things as well. First, the getaway scene was more exciting and escalated in interest faster than I thought would happen. I felt the interest level there was almost equal to the final scene. This is shown in two of the PC interest curves. Also, there was little (2 PC interest curves) to no (my post-game and 1 PC interest curve) break between the robbery and getaway. This is what I wanted and it worked out to how I had planned. 

Another interesting thing was that the final scene was not as exciting as I had hoped. This partly came from the PC’s doing unexpected things and I was not prepared for this to happen. Thus, my improvisations did not generate as much interest as I had hoped. In my post-game interest curve the interest escalated quickly, but not as high as I originally planned. In 2 of the PC interest curves, the final scene was the most exciting part, but not significantly higher than the getaway scene. 

Also, the meeting with Sonny did not go as planned. The level of interest was extremely low there in the post-game curve and the PC curves. That point turned out to be more of a rest stop and little action actually occurred when I had planned something exciting to happen. This point was meant to be lower than the getaway and on par with the robbery, but it turned out that it was too low. Thankfully, the next scene brought back the interest to a higher point as the PC’s found out who set them up. 
Overall, the interest curves I received from the PC’s and my own post-game curve were similar to what I was expecting in the pre-game curve. Had I improved on the things I did poorly, I think the interest curves would have better matched my pre-game interest curve. An iteration of the game would help achieve this.
D) Thoughts on Interactive Storytelling
Interactive storytelling or table top role playing games are a great method for entertainment. It is commonly thought of as strictly Dungeons & Dragons, but people can tailor the game themes to whatever interests them. People enjoy movies, and interactive stories are a way for people to not only make their own movies, but control what happens in a movie and what the characters do. That’s one of the things I learned about interactive stories, the gamemaster has global control over the plot points, but the players determine how problems are solved. 
As expected in any interactive story, the PC’s surprised me with many things. First, as mentioned before, they were very concerned with the bank robbery when it was not as big a part of the story as they had thought. I did not expect them to spend so much time there. Second, in the meeting with Sonny, they get a phone number to call for information on who set them up. The phone number was meant to be Sonny’s number, but when the PC’s called they pretended to be Sonny. So I changed the story on the fly so that the person they were calling was not Sonny and they would have a chance of gaining the important information that the phone number was meant to give them. The last thing that really surprised me was the PC’s caution in the last scene. I had expected them to go in guns blazing rather than sneak around being extremely cautious. I gave them all good combat skills and thought they would be more aggressive. They were not aggressive, so I adjusted the actions of the NPC’s so that the PC’s could still use their combat skills. 
Overall I had a great time with making and telling the story and will probably do it again with friends. This time I will have more experience and learn from my mistakes and build on my successes. 
Appendix
A. Man on Fire Brainstorm Part 1
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B. Man on Fire Part 2
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C. Brainstorm Part 1
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D. Brainstorm Part 2
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E. Story Notes
Theme: Bank robbery gone wrong

How to introduce the characters to the topic?

· Tell them they are going to rob a bank. 

· Have the story start in the middle of the bank robbery? 

· Or have to driving to the bank?

· Or have it start at the end of the robbery and the cops are on their way?

· How did they get the job? One of the characters knows a guy (Mr. X) who wants this bank to be robbed, if they do well he’ll give them more jobs.

· Once you finish meet me here.

Player Characters (PC’s: Guy, Alex, Melanie)

· Skills:

· Driver (maybe the driver is an NPC)

· Weapons expert

· Locksmith

· Fighter, Wrestler

· Planner

· Tech Expert

· Characteristics

· Leader

· Charisma/ Style

· Nervous

· Calm and Cool 

· Paranoid

· Worried

· Not going back to jail no matter what

· Backgrounds

· Who has the most to lose? 

· What kinds of people are they?

· How did they grow up?

· Where did they grow up?

· Do they know each other beforehand or did they just meet?

· Is one of them a cop? (Donnie Brasco, Reservoir Dogs)

· Part of a gang?

· Inventory

· Guns

· Explosives

· Car keys

· Money

· Cell phones

· Walkie talkies

Non-Player Characters (NPC’s)

· Driver - Joe

· Bankers, manager, customers

· Police

· Mr. X

Story

· Background to story: why they are robbing the bank

· Story starts with them arriving at the bank. Joe the Driver is going to wait outside. Joe tells them they have 6 minutes from the time they hold everyone up before the cops come. Hurry up.

· 3 of them jump out the car and proceed to rob the bank. Need to get to the safe, that’s where the real money is. 

· 3 minutes passes and Joe yells into the walkie talkies. “Sirens man. Get out. Now. Cops are coming. I hear them. I’m out front. We were fuckin set up!”

· What do they do? Hopefully they run out of the bank.

· What if they don’t leave the bank?

· Standoff in the bank?

· Hostages

· Phone calls to bank from police

· What if they give in and surrender?

· What if they flee the bank?

· Jump in the car with Joe driving

· Joe: “Get in, get in. Let’s go. I can shake these guys. I’ll just get us to the drop spot. I’ve done this plenty of times before and never seen the cops come that quick. We were set up. I’ve seen the movies man, reservoir dogs, Donnie brasco, one of you must be a cop.”

· Points his gun at the person in the passenger seat. “Is it you?”

· Wait for the players to react. Hopefully they try to calm him down. 

· What if the players say they don’t want to go to the drop spot?

· Joe: “Look I’m driving, we’re going there. That’s what Mr. X wanted. I’ve worked with him before, he’s legit.” 

· Joe: “Okay the cops are gone, we’re free for now”

· At the drop point, Mr. X’s representative is there.

· Possible Plot points

· Car chase

· Shootout

· Kidnapping

· Parents

· Dirty Cop

· Meet some guy at a restaurant, bridge

· Guy with bomb strapped to himself`

· Mr. X = father

· Locked in a room

· 5 Plot Points

· Bank robbery goes bad

· Drive to drop off point

· Drop off point – meet up with leaders – somehow get a lead on who set them up 

· Meet with the person with the lead – get another lead

· Meet with the next person with the lead – they get another clue about where Mr. X will be to try to ambush him

· Mr. X reveals that he is Derrick and Amber’s father

· Mr. X is Derrick and Amber’s father. Reveals this to them in the final scene. 

F. Final Story Write up
Theme

Bank robbery gone wrong

Non-Player Characters (NPC’s)

· Driver - Joe

· Bankers, manager, customers

· Police

· Mr. X

Story

1) Meet before Robbery at Warehouse

a. Sonny, Mr. X’s representative is there to tell you that if you do well on this, Mr. X will have more opportunities for you

b. Go for the safe in the back room, that’s where the real money is

c. Gives them headset walkie talkies

d. Any questions?

2) At Bank

a. Joe the Driver is going to wait outside. Joe tells them they have 6 minutes from the time they hold everyone up before the cops come. Hurry up.

b. 3 of them jump out the car and proceed to rob the bank. Need to get to the safe, that’s where the real money is. 

c. 3 minutes passes and Joe yells into the walkie talkies. “Sirens man. Get out. Now. Cops are coming. I hear them. I’m out front. We were fuckin set up!”

d. What do they do?

3) Getaway

a. Jump in the car with Joe driving

b. Joe: “Get in, get in. Let’s go. I can shake these guys. I’ll just get us to the drop spot. I’ve done this plenty of times before and never seen the cops come that quick. We were set up. I’ve seen the movies man, reservoir dogs, Donnie brasco, one of you must be a cop.”

c. Points his gun at the person in the passenger seat. “Is it you?”

d. What if the players say they don’t want to go to the drop spot? Joe: “Look I’m driving, we’re going there. That’s what Mr. X wanted.” 

e. Being chased by two cop cars

f. Joe: “Shoot those cop cars. Get them to stop following us. If you get rid of them quickly, I can escape.”

g. Shootout between cop cars and 3 PC’s

h. Joe: “Okay the cops are gone, we’re free for now” going to the drop point

4) Drop Point 

a. Sonny asks what happened

b. As he drives off a piece of paper flutters to the ground with Sonny’s phone number and address

5) Contacting Sonny

a. Sonny says he has an idea of who it might be, some guy who slept with my girlfriend

b. People have heard of Derrick as he’s been making a name for himself. Others don’t want him to steal their work so they feel threatened by him

c. His name is Bobby and lives on the East side, here’s his address and apartment number

d. What are you going to do for me? 

6) Bobby’s Apartment

a. He’s there eating

b. If they don’t kill him

i. Tells them that Mr. X just told him to call the cops at a certain time to report a bank robbery

ii. Didn’t ask why, I just did it because he paid me $4000 up front and now I’m supposed to meet him in 2 hours to get the other $4000 (meet at abandoned warehouse on 4th and Central)

c. If they kill him first

i. Find a note from Mr. X in the apartment on the dining room table where he was eating with the above information

7) Meet with Mr. X

a. Has 2 bodyguards and a suitcase

b. Bodyguards yell out that they shouldn’t be there and start shooting

i. Mr. X runs to the back room

c. Shootout

d. Just as they are about to deal the last blow to Mr. X, he says that he is Derrick’s father

i. He set him up because he didn’t want his son to be involved in the crime life

ii. He’s been following Derrick and wanted him to get out before he got too deep

iii. Didn’t think you’d drag your sister into it especially after she’d been to prison

e. What do they want to do?

i. Kill him?

ii. Take the money?

G. Player Character – Amber Hunt
Amber Hunt

You grew up poor but always had your older brother Derrick to play with. Not only that but as you two grew older, you had someone to watch your back. At an early age, Dad abandoned your family before you can even remember. Mom worked 2 jobs just to get by, so you never saw her. 

You and Derrick practically raised yourselves. You fought in the streets and became strong and independent. Money started coming easily as the robberies you committed became bigger and bigger. The crime scene sucked you in, you felt alive. But you got caught. Eventually you got out and got a real job. Prison for 3 years can change a person, just not you.

Derrick never left that life of crime. One day he calls you with big news. The top crime boss, Mr. X, wants Derrick and 2 others of his choice to rob a bank for him. Derrick is moving up, and as one of two people he can trust, he needs you to help him. He is also bringing his best friend, Jordan for help. You jump at the chance to get out of your boring, monotonous job. The life of crime fits you, that’s just who you are. Derrick tells you that all 3 of you will be meeting up with Mr. X’s driver, Joe, at an abandoned warehouse before the robbery. Also, Mr. X’s representatives will be there to answer any more questions.

Character Sheet

Player: Melanie Haskell
Name: Amber Hunt

Attributes

Physical:
11

Mental:
12

Social:
14
Skills


Skill Points
Actual Skill
Physical
Unarmed Combat


3


4

Melee Combat


1


2

Long-Range Combat

3


4

Combat Defense


1


2

Athletics



1


2

Stealth



0


1

Mental

Investigation


3


5

Science



0


2

Medicine



0


2

Computers



2


4

Repair



1


3

Social Skills

Leadership



1


5

Performance


0


4

Intimidation


2


6

Subterfuge



2


6

Style




0


4

Inventory

Semi-automatic pistol (24 rounds), $150, ski mask, book of matches

Special Ability

Subterfuge: 2 times during the game you can either tell a lie that will not get detected or automatically detect if someone is telling a lie. 

H. Player Character – Derrick Hunt
Derrick Hunt

You grew up poor but you had your younger sister Amber to play with. Not only that but as you two grew older, you had someone to watch your back. At an early age, Dad abandoned your family before you can even remember. So Mom worked 2 jobs just to get by, so you hardly ever saw her. 

You and Amber practically raised yourselves. Because of that, you didn’t get a typical job. Instead for income, you stole electronics from stores and people’s houses to sell. You also took on various criminal jobs for bosses to earn money. You were good and making a name for yourself.

One day you got a call from the representative of Mr. X to do a job. Mr. X, as he is known, is the top crime boss in the state. Basically, you know you’re good when he wants you to do a job for him. He wants you to rob a bank and he allows you to pick two people to go with you. He is providing the driver, Joe. You decide to pick your sister, Amber, and your best friend Jordan since they are the only two people you trust in this world. 

You, Amber, and Jordan meet up with Joe at an abandoned warehouse to go over the plan. Some of Mr. X’s representatives are there to answer any questions.

Character Sheet
Player: Guy Pryzak
Name: Derrick Hunt

Attributes

Physical:
14

Mental:
10

Social:
12
Skills


Skill Points
Actual Skill
Physical
Unarmed Combat


1


5

Melee Combat


1


5

Long-Range Combat

3


7

Combat Defense


0


4

Athletics



3


7

Stealth



0


4

Mental

Investigation


0


1

Science



0


1

Medicine



0


1

Computers



0


0

Repair



0


3

Social Skills

Leadership



2


4

Performance


0


2

Intimidation


3


5

Subterfuge



1


3

Style




2


4

Inventory

Semi-automatic pistol (24 rounds), $200, ski mask, rope, duffel bag

Special Ability

Intimidation: Twice during the game you can intimidate anyone into telling you key information.

I. Player Character – Jordan Baker
Jordan Baker

Growing up poor was not a big deal to you. What you never had you could never miss. Both of your parents worked long hours so you were on your own most of the time. Because of that, as a kid, you met Derrick and his sister, Amber, from across the street. Derrick and you grew to become best friends.

Both of you got involved in a life of crime by robbing houses and taking on criminal jobs from various bosses. This was your life and you thrived on the adrenaline that came with doing a job. The money was good, in fact it was more money than both your parents combined ever made.

So it didn’t surprise you when Derrick, your partner in crime, asked you to help him out with a bank robbery job. This one would be different though. This time you would be working for Mr. X, the biggest crime boss in the state. Derrick chose you and his sister Amber to be on his team mainly because you two are the only ones he trusts. Derrick tells you that all 3 of you will be meeting up with Mr. X’s driver, Joe, at an abandoned warehouse before the robbery. Also, Mr. X’s representatives will be there to answer any more questions.

Character Sheet
Player: Alexander Greeley
Name: Jordan Baker

Attributes

Physical:
14

Mental:
13
Social:
10
Skills


Skill Points
Actual Skill
Physical
Unarmed Combat


1


5

Melee Combat


1


5

Long-Range Combat

4


8

Combat Defense


0


4

Athletics



0


4

Stealth



0


4

Mental

Investigation


3


6

Science



1


4

Medicine



0


3

Computers



0


3

Repair



1


4

Social Skills

Leadership



1


1

Performance


0


0

Intimidation


1


1

Subterfuge



2


2

Style




1


1

Inventory

Semi-automatic pistol (24 rounds), $150, Swiss army knife, ski mask

Special Ability

Long Range Combat: 2 direct hits during the course of the game. 

