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Decisions: How to Be a Better Storyguide
Player decisions are the crux and center of role-playing; they are what makes the experience entirely unlike reading or watching a movie. Yet opportunities for letting players make important decisions can be missed. All too often the choices presented to players during an adventure are limited or unimportant. Sometimes players are led by the nose through the world, guided all the while by the omnipotent Gamemaster. But remember that in Ars Magica™ there is no GM, there are only Storyguidcs — and their roles are not precisely identical. Designing a story that is open enough to allow significant decisions is difficult, but it is one of the most important parts of a storyguide's job. Letting players make real decisions is essential to quality role-playing.
One way to encourage better role-playing and to challenge the players is to give them a few decisions that count, decisions that are hard to make. A common mistake is to set up a "decision" in which there is only one answer. For instance, suppose a demon was casting illusions to fool the party into thinking that their friends are being held hostage. The illusionary "captives" would be set free if the party gave up the important mission they were on. It was a tense face-off, but since the players would never betray the mission, there never was really a decision involved. The players held firm (naturally) and the hostages were eventually exposed as illusions. As the gamcmaster, you must set up the decisions so they are not easy to make, so the players really could choose any option. The Demon could ask for some information that might betray the mission, while not causing them to actually do so directly.  This would let the players answer a real dilemma, and might even give them a chance to engage in some trickery.
Another factor that is required for decisions is that they make a difference. For instance, a pivotal decision might depend on whether the characters are willing to risk their lives in pursuit of some goal. If the goal is not the main goal of the mission itself, the characters arc free to decide whether to take the chance or play it safe. But if, as a gamemaster, you only let characters die under extreme circumstances, the players will know that they can "risk their lives" without worry. As long as they know you will fudge the dice and manipulate the outcome, there is no true risk. The decision to risk their lives in pursuit of a goal is reduced to idle talk. If you are not willing to kill characters, give them the opportunity to risk a blow that you win deliver. Let them risk their social status, their wealth, or their health, for instance. That way they actually arc risking something which you as storyguide are willing to take away.
It is also important to not always penalize the party for making the "wrong" decision. If you make a habit of rewarding "correct" decisions and punishing "incorrect" ones, your players will pick up on this and simply learn to choose the path of behavior that you favor, regardless of how much sense it makes in terms of the game world. This pattern reduces the decision to a mere test of the players' familiarity with your gaming style, and it's rather boring. For tactical decisions, reward and punishment are useful, but for moral decisions, you should let players choose freely. This might mean that charac​ters will sometimes suffer for being honest, faithful, or brave, and that sometimes they will benefit from being selfish and cruel—but that is how the world works. Again, many players will enjoy the possibility of risking and even losing something for the sake of higher goals and virtues. If they always gain from being virtuous, then virtue can become a selfish thing. Players will think, "Let's help those people because the game-master will reward us if we do," instead of the more virtuous alternative of, "Lef s help those people even though it means we might suffer for it." That's not to say you should always make the characters suffer when they do good, but virtue should remain a goal in itself, not merely a means to a material reward.
So what new kinds of choices can you face your players with? First off, moral decisions are interesting. Tactical decisions are made routinely, and offer little new ground for role-playing, but if you give characters moral decisions to make, then the personalities and beliefs of the characters come into play instead of their skills, spells, and weapons.
Here are some concrete suggestions for moral decisions that you can place in front of players:
• The adventurers find a magic ring that is the heirloom of a noble family which has fallen in stature since the ring's loss. Do they keep it, do they return it to those who rightfully own it, or do they return it only in exchange for gold or favors?
· They come to a village where the inhabitants are under the spell of an evil witch. Since the people do not realize that they are under a spell, they spurn the party that claims to have come to save them. They don't understand why they need to be saved. Will the party help them even though they are not asked to, or will they only help when their egos are flattered by the grateful masses or are offered a reward?

· They uncover the violent activities of a wizard, who has been wantonly slaying the peasant settlers who have moved into her valley. Do they side with her, a peer, or do they try to end the slaughter?

Tactical decisions are often not fully explored in role-playing, while they are the basis of many board games. Storyguides often have so much control over battles that the decisions the players make have little effect on the outcome. There are going to be a certain number of blows exchanged no matter what the players decide or what kind of plan they have concocted.  After all, the storyguide wants a certain amount of excitement to build up, and a complete rout certainly docs not supply that. Yet if all your battles are conducted in this fashion, they become boring and mindless dice rolling marathons.
Though it is often extremely difficult to judge the strategies of your players, you should make a concerted effort. You will not be perfect, and your decisions may not be appreciated by the troupe, but you will add a new level of realism to your battles. One secret for accomplishing this is to never discuss with them why you decided one way over another; it leaves you less open to criticism. Don't explain why their ambush doesn't work as they gallop out of the woods, just mention that it's slow going because of all the branches and bramble and they get to the trail too late. Encourage them to ask you questions as they plan tactics, so you can fill them in on things that they would know or would not work (Perception rolls are helpful here), but never give away information. The players should rely on themselves not on your beneficence.
It is important to retain your reputation for omni​science. Once the players start questioning your ability to judge their activities, you have lost their belief in the world and in the story you have created. You need the players to believe in the story, so they can imagine it fully. For this to happen, they must believe in you first. When you create a story you should list one or two different things the characters could decide to do in different combat or stress situations. You will be more impar​tial, and the players will trust your judgments much more if they know it is based on something that is written down. The most important thing to remember is that you have to find a way to let the players' tactics make a difference while still retaining their trust in you. It's a difficult tightrope walk, but getting to the other side makes it all worth while.
Another easy way to let players make important decisions about the outcome of the adventure is to provide two possible conclusions to each adventure: a satisfactory result and an outstanding result. Usually gamemasters have in mind a certain goal for the characters, and if they do not accomplish it, they fail. With this system, the characters must pursue the goal despite the risks or fail; and, inevitably, they risk whatever it takes to reach the goal. For instance, if they have to find the Crystal of Seven Eyes, they do not stop until they find it. If you warn them that they must travel through the dread Mountains of Despair to find it, they will unhesitatingly risk it, because they assume that you have set the ad venture up for them to succeed and find the Crystal, no matter what it takes.
But if you provide two goals, one more difficult than the other, the players will be able to decide not to pursue the tougher one. As long as they accomplish the first, they succeed, so they do not feel pressured to pursue the second and more demanding task. If they do, they know they may gain more, but they also know they are risking something. (Note that it is important that your saga be consistent enough that the characters can judge the relative danger of different options. If they do not know ahead of time that a certain course of action is especially risky, then they do not get the thrill of consciously choosing a risky venture.)
Here are examples of other "two-layered" adventures:
•The characters hunt down a murderer and discover his connection with a small band of criminals. They can capture their original target and simply report their findings, or they can pursue that band on their own.
•The characters are out to get a powerful high priest​ess of a diabolist cult. They know that capturing her would give them valuable information about the cult and would be better than killing her, but do they risk a capture attempt, which is more tricky than a simple assassination?
• The caverns they are exploring are much larger than they originally thought, do they probe further into them, or do they depart for home with what they've got?
A twist on this scheme would be to have two different results for the story, but have the second one be a red herring. During a story the characters find evidence that one of the Guildmasters in Toulouse is secretly associated with the Franks of the North, yet when they investigate they discover he is actually a member of the Heresy.
One possible problem with "two-layered" adventures is that players will have to come to terms with their mortal limits. In most adventures, characters seem to be omnipotent because they tackle every problem the gamemaster puts in front of them. While this pattern is unrealistic, some players enjoy the power trip. Bringing reality into fantasy and including adventure obstacles that the characters might not be able to handle will not be appreciated by these players. You will have to be the judge of your playing group. You might want to make it clear to the group what you are intending when you begin to include secondary, risky ventures so they will not charge off after every goal, feeling safe in the mistaken notion that you would not give them the opportunity to get into trouble over their heads.
Most of the decisions in role-playing adventures are superficial, based on habitual tactics or the demands of the circumstances. Setting up opportunities for players to make decisions based on morals or personality, which let characters take risks above and beyond those required, could add new possibilities to your campaign. It could add a bit of thought, a bit of deliberation, and a bit of nervous sweat.
The essential tension that every story requires (both in and out of role-playing) is created by the illusion that risks are actually being taken.  In order for a risk to be taken, there must be a free-willed decision made, and some sort of danger involved as well. Too often there is no tension because the person designing the story forgets this. Without that tension, there is no excitement and no emotional investment in the story. If you want your players to actually become involved in the story you have created, you must give them the power to decide and enter in the possibility of failure. This sounds very simple, and it is, yet it is something many of us too often forget.
