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Introduction
The Phenomenon is a four-player game about ordinary people who unexpectedly gain
super powers. While there is heroism, the game tends towards darker stories about power,
fear, insanity and the costs of this sudden change.
Think of some of the people around you and imagine that they suddenly developed
powers. What do you think they would do? Would they become heroes? Villains? Who or
what would oppose them?
This is a game about those questions and about the people who receive super powers,
just like that, out of the blue. What will they do when they can do anything they want?
What is important to them? And what will they accomplish before their time is up?
One player will take the role of the hero while the others play different forces in the
hero’s life. For a longer game you can choose four player roles to rotate over the course of
play, giving each player the chance to play a different hero.

How to play The Phenomenon
The following sections give step by step instructions for how to set up and play a game of
The Phenomenon.

Set the backdrop for your story
Start by discussing the setting that your story will take place in. Perhaps you’d like to
explore some historical period, make an alternate history version of some event or go with
an entirely fictional setting like pulp or fantasy. Present day in a major city that none of
you have ever visited is another good choice.
Next determine what kind of phenomenon you want. The phenomenon is the source
of the super powers and, ultimately, the great threat itself that the hero will have to face.
Keep in mind that no matter where the phenomenon comes from, how it spreads, who it
affects, or what powers it gives, those affected will sooner or later turn into monsters and
become a threat to all that is good and human.
For example, the phenomenon could be a weapon employed by an extraterrestrial
enemy, spread across the earth in a spectacular meteor shower. Only a fraction of those
who witnessed the event are affected, but those few gradually turn into horrible creatures
of black crystal, strong and invulnerable. When the time is right and their minds have
been taken over by the crystalline plague, they will become the vanguard of the coming
invasion.
The phenomenon could also be a curse laid upon an ancient royal tomb. When an
excavation breaks the seals and the archaeologists start to develop mystical powers it is
just a harbinger of the return of the evil witch king.
Or maybe the phenomenon is a strange fungus, Mother Earth’s final weapon against
the humanity that seeks to destroy her. Spreading from human to human, it first grants
superior strength and agility as the body shifts into overdrive. Then, in the second stage,
all carriers turn into homicidal maniacs, unknowing soldiers of the natural world who
spread fresh spores in their wake.
Perhaps Dracula has been dormant for generations, and those affected by his curse
have hidden in the shadows. But the master is returning, and his minions are recruiting
soldiers for the final war against the humans, spreading vampirism at an alarming rate.
Brainstorm your own setting and phenomenon before play begins, or just develop one
of the above examples above if you are inspired or pressed for time.

Distribute the four roles
When playing The Phenomenon, the four players take on different roles. The Monster sets
most scenes, the Enemy plays hostile NPCs and the Human plays friendly NPCs. Together
they do things usually handled by the Game Master in traditional role playing games.
The remaining role, the Hero, is the protagonist, or the Player Character. Think of it
as a sort of reversed role playing game, with several GMs but only one player.
It is easiest to play a story with only one Hero, so do that the first time you play . If
you want to try playing all four roles in the same game, just shift or trade roles between
the phases of play.
It is possible to play longer and more involved games where the players take turns
playing four different Heroes in a story with several protagonists. In such stories it is
convenient to always have the Enemy on the current Hero’s left, the Human on the right
and the Monster opposite. When it is time for the next player to play his or her Hero, just
shift the other roles according to the same pattern. Keep the different stories in sync by
not proceeding into the next phase until all the Heroes are ready. Each extra Hero in the
game adds about two hours to the three to four hours needed for a story with only one
Hero.

Play through the five phases
The story is divided into five phases, each with it’s own mood or style. The Phases in
turn break down into scenes. Play progresses from one phase to the next as the player of
the Hero ticks boxes on the character sheet. Each phase usually contains several scenes.
In the first phase, the prologue, the Hero has not yet received any superpowers. As the
story progresses, the Hero will gain more and more power but at the same time the world
grows increasingly more hostile and dark. More detailed instructions for each player can
be found on the play sheets.

Phases of the Phenomenon
Place this where everyone can see it. You may find it convenient to use a playing piece or
pawn to indicate the current phase of the story.

Prologue - Threat Level 0
The prologue takes place before the Hero comes in contact with the phenomenon. Play
scenes that show the Hero’s life such as it was before. The prologue is also an opportunity
to teach the players with how to set scenes and interpret die rolls.

Mystery Phase - Threat Level 0
In the mystery phase, the phenomenon is still largely unexplored. Those who are affected
are few in numbers and possibly very spread out. They might be feared by some,
worshipped by cults, or maybe they just stay hidden from public view. During this phase,
the Hero sets the goal that he or she will be working towards during the story.

Cold Phase - Threat Level 1
In the cold phase, the phenomenon has become known and feared by the public. The first
monsters have appeared and those affected by the phenomenon are shunned, persecuted,
or hunted, since it is feared that they too will turn into monsters.

War Phase - Threat Level 2
Mankind are at war with the monsters. Society crumbles. Which side of the conflict will
the Hero and other affected take?

Epilogue
The fate of the Hero is sealed. The players may play one or a few final scenes to tie up
some of the story’s loose ends.

The Hero
What is your name?

Who are you?

What is it that you have to do? (Choose before the Mystery Phase starts)

Superpower track
Prologue
Mystery [1] [] []
Cold [2] [] [] [3]
War [] [4] [] [5] [] [Monster]
Epilogue
Insanity track
[] [] [] [] [] [] [] [] [] [] [] [Insane]
Progress track
[] [] [] [] [] [] [] [] [] [] [] [Reach goal]

Superpowers
1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

The Hero’s instructions
Your role in the game is that of the Hero; you are the protagonist in the story.
When the Hero does things that takes him or her closer to the goal, you roll the dice,
but the other players interpret the result.
You keep track of the story’s progress with the help of the Hero’s Character Sheet.

Boxes and the end of the game
The character sheet has three tracks of check boxes.
The top most is the superpower track, showing how much power the phenomenon has
given you. It increases when you roll 6s. When you check a box with a number, you gain a
new superpower. The highest checked number is also your current power level. This track
also shows which phase of the story you are in. If the last box is checked you are consumed
by the phenomenon and turn into a monster, unable to ever reach your goal.
In the middle is the insanity track, showing how the things that happen drive you
insane. It increases when you roll 1s. Each increase also adds to your insanity pool, which
you can draw dice from to increase your chances of success. Draw from the pool by drawing
a circle around a previously checked box, with each box giving you one extra die. If the
last insanity box is checked, you lose all contact with reality, since the phenomenon has
driven you insane or killed you, preventing you from reaching your goal.
The last is the progress track, showing how close you are to reaching your goal. It
increases every time you roll for an action and succeed. If the last box is checked you reach
your goal.

How to roll and read the dice
1. Before you roll, you must state the protagonist’s intention, using the pattern, “I want
to [. . . ].” When you do this, pick up 1 die.
2. If you use your superpowers, pick up dice equal to your current power level. You can
only take these dice once per roll, even if the Hero uses several powers at once.
3. If you have any insanity boxes checked, you can also choose to roll dice for them, up
to 1 die for each box, but those insanity pool dice are lost once used.
Roll all the dice at once, and sort them in order from high to low. For every 6 you roll,
check one box on the superpower track. For every 1 you roll, check one box on the insanity
track.
Then remove a number of dice equal to the threat level of the current phase, starting
with your highest die. The highest remaining die decides if the action succeeds or not.
The result is narrated by the other players. If the action succeeds, check one box on the
progress track.

Before the mystery phase
When the mystery phase starts, the other players will ask you what your goal is. By then
you should have a feeling for the motivations of the Hero. The goal is the thing you will
be fighting for during the game. It will have a great impact on the game and story. The
grander the goal the more epic the story will be. If you select a goal motivated by the
Hero’s love for someone or something, and that love will become central to the story.
Likewise if you select a goal motivated by anger, fear, greed or hatred and the story will
be darker, perhaps the Hero will feel more like a villain in the end.

The Enemy’s instructions
Your role in the game is that of the Enemy; you play people that are hostile to the Hero
and describe strangers and places that are unfamiliar. If any other player introduces or
describes such elements, you get to make the final call on whether or not they fit the story
as previously established.

When the Hero rolls dice
When the Hero’s player rolls dice in order to get closer to reaching his or her goal, you
narrate the result if the highest remaining die is a 1 or 4 (after the Threat level dice have
been removed).
On a 1: “No, and . . . ” - The Hero fails the action and something else related to the
situation goes awry, for the Hero or someone close to him or her. This is a significant
setback in the Hero’s progress towards the goal.
On a 4: “Yes, if . . . ” - The Hero succeeds with the action, provided he or she makes
some kind of sacrifice. It can be something small or insignificant, as long as it comes back
to haunt the Hero at a later time. Or it can be something larger and more important to
the current situation. Tempt the Hero with success if they are willing to betray ideals or
friends. If the Hero is not willing to pay your price, the action fails.
If the Hero rolled any 1s, even if it those dice dice had no effect on the outcome, he or
she is also afflicted by insanity or harm. You get to narrate a short sequence in the form
of a flashback, vision, or nightmare. You can let the sequence develop into a whole scene
and allow the Hero roll dice as usual.

Before the war phase
Before the war phase starts, give a short introduction to the other players about the current
state of society and the world around the Hero. How does mankind fare in the war against
the monsters the phenomenon has created? How are the monsters kept at bay right now?
Are there any safe havens left?

The Human’s instructions
Your role is that of the Human; you play everyone who has a friendly relationship with
the Hero and describe all familiar locations. If any other player introduces or describes
such elements, you get to make the final call on whether or not they fit the story. Feel free
to inject details about things that are under your control.

When the Hero rolls dice
When the Hero rolls dice to work towards his or her goal, you narrate if the highest
remaining die is a 3 or 6 (after the Threat level dice have been removed).
On a 3: “No, unless . . . ” - The Hero fails the action, unless he or she makes a sacrifice.
It should be a tough choice to make and important things that are given up: critical
equipment, relations to people he or she cares about, and so on. If the Hero is not willing
to pay your price, the action fails.
On a 6: “Yes, and . . . ” - The Hero succeeds with the action and something good happens
in addition to what the Hero was attempting. This can happen to the Hero or to someone
they care about. Give the Hero a boost: this is a moment of triumph!
If the Hero rolled any 6s, even if those dice had no effect on the outcome, the
phenomenon strengthens it’s hold on the Hero. Check one box on the superpower track
for each 6. If a box with a number in it is checked, the Hero gain a new power and you
get to decide what the power is. Select a power that suits the theme of your story: pick
one from the suggestions below or invent a new one.
stop time; travel through time; heal wounds by the laying on of hands; invulnerability;
super strength; flight; shoot death rays from the eyes; turn into a robot or animal;
teleportation; invisibility; set fire to things; copy people’s appearance by touching them;
hypnosis; turning the arms into insectoid claws.

During the prologue
Pay careful attention during the prologue. When everyone has understood the basic
mechanics of rolls and narration, you can choose to shortcut into the mystery phase by
giving the Hero his or her first superpower and checking the first box on the superpower
track. This prevents the story from getting stuck in the prologue just because the Hero
doesn’t roll any 6s.

Before the mystery phase
Before the mystery phase starts, give a short introduction to the other players about the
current state of society and the world around the Hero. How have other people affected by
the phenomenon reacted? Who knows about the phenomenon? What are their attitudes
towards those affected?

The Monster’s instructions
Your role is that of the Monster; your main task is to set scenes that challenge the Hero.
But you can also play minor characters in the story. Remember that you are the director
of the story rather than the opponent of the Hero. Keep an eye open for the Hero’s weak
sides and exploit them. You can ask the Human and the Enemy for help in coming up
with ideas for scenes and setting them if you want.
Kick off every scene with a question for the Hero. Avoid simple yes or no questions
and use the questions to put the Hero in interesting situations. A good question has an
answer that tells everyone something about the Hero,. For example, “Why did you send
your wife away to the beach house before you asked the neighbours over?”
When a scene starts everyone should know:
1. When it takes place.
2. Where it takes place.
3. Who is there.
A scene ends when the Hero has rolled the dice and the outcome of their action has
been narrated, or when you feel that it is time to move on to the next scene.

When the Hero rolls dice
When the Hero rolls dice to work towards his or her goal, you narrate the result if the
highest remaining die is a 2 or 5 (after the Threat level dice have been removed).
On a 2: “No, but . . . ” - The Hero fails the action, but some other good thing (from the
Hero’s perspective) happens. You can use this to plant clues or foreshadow coming scenes
or events.
On a 5: “Yes, but . . . ” - The Hero succeeds with the action. But something else goes
unpredictably awry, either for the Hero or someone on his or her side. You can use this to
complicate the Hero’s life, or perhaps add an interesting sidetrack to the main storyline.

During the prologue
In the prologue, guide character generation by asking the Hero “What is your name?” and
“Who are you?” and following up on the answers with further questions if needed.

Before the mystery phase
At the start of the mystery phase, ask the Hero “What do you have to do?” and follow up
on the answer. This lets everyone know what the Hero’s goal is, and by extension, what
the story will be about.

Before the cold phase
Before the cold phase starts, give a short introduction to the other players about the
current state of society and the world around the Hero. Society has started to fear the
phenomenon and those affected, but what form does that fear take?

Example of play
The players have agreed upon playing a game set in the future, when mankind has already
settled on Mars and taken the first steps towards expansion to other planets in the system.
The phenomenon is some kind of artifacts left by a previous civilization on Mars.

Prologue
The Monster: Mars it is then? Right. So what’s your name, Hero?
The Hero: My name is Lilja. [Writes it on the character sheet.]
The Monster: Who are you?
The Hero: [Thinks for a moment.] I’m a young woman, late teens, the daughter of a
shuttle captain. We left Earth when I was very young, and I have grown up in space and
here on Mars. [Makes some notes on the character sheet.]
Scene 1
The Monster: It is Christmas Eve. Why are you in a pub with a bunch of strangers instead
of at home?
The Hero: Dad is away on a mission. It got boring and lonely at home. So I went
exploring, and found this pub in a section of the base I haven’t been in much before.
The Enemy: Oh! The pub is an unfamiliar place, it’s mine then! And your dad was
a pilot or something? Well, this section of the base seems to be mostly concerned with
mining and so on, because all the patrons in the pub wear sturdy and sometimes dirty
overalls, some even have orange plastic helmets. The pub has tacky Christmas decorations,
and a holo box shows a constant stream of celebrities singing carols and stuff.
The Hero: I look for a friendly face, I came here looking for some company.
The Monster: Well there is a guy in white overalls with green arms by the counter,
he’s having a cup of coffee, looks friendly enough,
The Hero: Excellent! I’ll try to pick him up! [Reaches for the die.]
The Monster: We could just role play that you know.
The Hero: Yeah, but I’d like to test the system. [Rolls the die.]
The Monster: A two, that’s me. ’No, but . . . ’, after just a few minutes he says that he
has to go, but he gives you a note with an address and invites you to a Christmas party
tomorrow. Do you want to do anything else here at the pub, or should we move on to the
next scene?
The Hero: Let’s move on.
Scene 2
The Monster: It’s at the Christmas Day party, there are maybe fifty other guests there.
The party is held at one of the lower levels of the base, near the mines. [Looks at the
Enemy.]
The Enemy: It’s some sort of warehouse, full of crates and mining equipment, but there
is enough room to fit a long table with chairs between two rows of crates. The meal has
just ended, a holo cube projects snowflakes of light falling on the entire table, and the
constant sound of carols forms a curtain of sound above the conversations at the table.
The Monster: Right, thanks. So, Lilja, what is it that has caught your attention?
The Hero: I thought I saw someone running behind some of the crates, but all the
guests are still at the table.
The Human: “So, how do you like Christmas with miners?” I ask, I’m your date, the
guy from the bar.
The Hero: “Fine, thanks for inviting me. Did you see that guy in the shadows?”
The Human: “In the shadows? No, nothing, don’t worry hon’, there’s just us miners
here.”
The Hero: I excuse myself from the table. I want to follow that guy and see what he’s
up to. [Rolls the die.]

The Human: A six! Awesome! ’Yes, and . . . ’ you follow the shadow, it seems he carries
a burden, something unwieldy, and most of his face is obscured by a set of night vision
goggles. He is in a hurry and when he has to squeeze through a narrow passage between
two crates he drops something. The sound echoes in the huge hall and it seems as if he
gets scared and he runs away.
The Hero: I want to see what it was that he dropped!
The Human: Yes, I was coming to that. You find it on the floor, a slim silver colored
bracelet. [Turns to the others.] This is one of the artifacts from the ancient cultures. [Turns
back to the Hero.] Right, since you rolled a six you get to check one box on the superpower
track.
The Hero: Cool, this means that we set the next scene in the Mystery phase. And I
get my first power, what is it?
The Human: When you put on the bracelet you suddenly feel the cold of the warehouse
go away. Your power is ’Unaffected by heat and cold’.
The Hero: I check my first box on the progress track too, since I succeeded with a roll.

The Mystery phase
The Human: I’ll make the introduction to the phase then, right? Let’s jump forward a few
days then. Your father is still on that mission. You haven’t seen your date from the party.
Apparently something big happened in the mining sector that night and the whole base is
on high alert. In the news there are reports of stolen mining equipment, and the security
team is still searching for the perpetrator.
The Monster: [Turns to the Hero.] What do you have to do?
The Human: I want to find the other stuff that the guy stole! I mean this bracelet was
kind of a letdown, but there’s bound to be some good stuff among the artifacts.
The Enemy: That sounds like a means to do something. Why do you want to find the
other parts, what will you do once you have them?
The Hero: I want to rule the base with an iron fist! No wait! Those miners must have
disturbed something in the deep, some ancient horror left there by that alien civilization,
I want to defeat it! And that’s why I need all the other artifacts. [Makes a note on the
character sheet.]
The Enemy: Cool! I like that!
Scene 3
The Monster: You’re home alone, and you’re looking for the other artifacts and the thief
that took them. I guess your only clue is those goggles that he wore. So how do you intend
to find him?
The Hero: They must have the Internet in the future, right? I’ll google the goggles. It
would have been nice with an extra die, but I can’t really see how ’Unaffected by heat and
cold’ could help me right now. [Rolls the die.]
The Enemy: Ouch, a one! We’ll you’re searching the databases for some info on that
pair of night vision goggles you saw in the warehouse, and it seems like you have found
something interesting. But when you try to access it a digital trip wire triggers an alarm.
You’ve been set up!
The Hero: A digital trip wire?
The Monster: Yep, it’s the future, you know.
The Enemy: You’re still trying to download that information, when you catch a glimpse
of red and blue flashing lights outside the window to the street corridor. Then in the next
moment there’s someone at the door “Base security! Open up!”
The Hero: I pull the plug from the terminal and rush to the emergency exit on the
back.
The Enemy: Right, and while you do that you hear the sounds of strange colors in your
mind, something like you’ve never experienced before, check a box on the insanity track.

Scene 4
The Monster: A few moments later you’re in the emergency ducts, from behind you can
hear voices and shouts, it’s a base security team. How will you attempt to escape?
The Human: Are there any obvious exits here?
The Enemy: No, the emergency ducts are narrow and winding, the florescent arrows
point you towards an exit somewhere ahead, but all the hatches you see can only be opened
from the other side, just like the one you came through. There are pipes and cables in the
roof and along the walls.
The Human: I open a valve and release hot steam into the tunnel, I should be fine
thanks to the bracelet. I want to hide and escape protected by the steam. I get two dice,
first one, and then one more for my power level of one since I use a super power. [Rolls
the dice, they show a one and a three.] The highest is a three.
The Human: That’s ’No, unless . . . ’, well one of the half blinded security guys makes
a rush and grabs your arm.
The Enemy: “Hey! I got her!” he turns to you “Stay still you little brat!”
The Human: He’s half blind and confused by the hot steam but holds your arm in a
firm grasp. You see the gun on his hip, unless you shot him with his own gun you’ll be
arrested and taken away to who knows where. But are you willing to shoot someone just
like that?
The Hero: Ouch! Well I don’t want to get arrested, then they’ll find the bracelet. I pull
his gun and shoot him twice so I can escape!
The Monster: Free from his grip you make your escape through the steam filled tunnel.
The Enemy: You rolled a one as well. Remember to check another box on the insanity
track. The image of the security guy’s face in your mind is distorted by those strange
colors, and they are more vivid now.
The Hero: Check, and I make another check on the progress track as well since I made
my escape.

Acknowledgements
The Phenomenon is built upon ideas from three excellent games.
• The reversal of player and GM roles is inspired by Ben Lehman’s Polaris.
• The method of running the game by asking questions has been taken from John
Harper’s Lady Blackbird.
• The phrases used when resolving actions have been borrowed from Matthijs Holter’s
deck of resolution cards for Martin Bull Gudmundsen and Ole Peder Giæver’s Itras
By.
If you ever get the chance to play them, take it.

