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  From Puzzle to Drama: Why the Best 

Adult Murder Mysteries Are Not 

Really About Solving the Crime 

  Zareen Vale 

 

  Abstract 

This essay argues that the strongest murder mystery salon LARPs for consenting adults 

derive their power less from deductive problem-solving than from interactive drama. While 

puzzle-forward designs emphasize clue collection, timeline reconstruction, and correct 

accusation, drama-forward designs use murder as a catalyst for conflict, revelation, and 

shifting social relations. The essay distinguishes information from meaning, showing that 

clues matter only when they alter loyalties, expose hypocrisy, or force consequential choices. 

It also explains why players typically remember confrontations, confessions, betrayals, and 

scenes of emotional pressure more vividly than procedural details of the solution. By 

reframing the murder as an initiating event rather than the narrative endpoint, the essay 

positions adult murder mystery play as a form of embodied social theatre. It concludes that 

effective design should prioritize relationships, socially dangerous clues, scene generation, 

calibrated consent, and endings shaped by consequence, so that the mystery reveals people 

rather than merely resolving crime. 

Keywords: interactive drama, salon LARP, murder mystery design, puzzle versus drama, 

social performance, narrative meaning 

 

The murder mystery has long enjoyed a curious double life. On one hand, it 

promises solution, order, revelation, and the reassuring final click of the last piece 

fitting into place. On the other hand, it promises spectacle, scandal, suspicion, and 

the intoxicating social disorder that erupts when a roomful of elegant people realize 

that one of them may be a killer. In its most familiar forms, especially in commercial 
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party kits and conventional whodunits, the murder mystery is commonly understood 

as a puzzle structure. A crime has occurred, information has been scattered, and the 

task of the participants is to gather clues, reconstruct a sequence, identify motive, 

and accuse correctly. This approach is tidy, recognizable, and easy to market. It tells 

participants what they are doing and why. It offers a clear endpoint and a measurable 

success condition. Yet when murder mystery play is staged as interactive drama in 

the form of a salon LARP for consenting adults, the deepest value of the experience 

does not finally reside in the answer to the question of who committed the crime. Its 

real power lies in something less mechanical and more volatile. It lies in the 

dramatic collisions among desire, loyalty, vanity, fear, shame, self-presentation, and 

social performance that the crime makes suddenly unavoidable. 

That claim may sound, at first glance, like an attack on mystery itself. It is not. A 

murder mystery without mystery is rather like a soufflé without air: earnest perhaps, 

but flat and difficult to celebrate. The issue is not whether clues matter, whether 

structure matters, or whether deduction has a place in interactive play. The issue is 

what kind of experience is being designed, and what kind of experience lingers. 

Many murder mysteries fail not because they lack information, but because they 

mistake information for drama. They confuse clue consumption with meaningful 

play. They reward players for collecting fragments of predetermined truth while 

doing little to generate confrontation, emotional consequence, or the live instability 

of social relations under pressure. The result is an event in which the setting 

promises theatre while the structure delivers clerical labor. One dresses for intrigue 

and receives administrative procedure. It is amusing, certainly, but only up to a 

point. The martini is chilled, the gloves are immaculate, and the players spend two 

hours asking one another where they were at 8:17. This may satisfy the instinct for 

reconstruction, but it often leaves the dramatic appetite oddly hungry. 

Salon LARPs complicate that model in important ways. They occupy a borderland 

among game, improvisation, theatre, ritualized social gathering, and embodied 

narrative. In them, players do not merely solve a story that already exists in complete 

form. They inhabit a situation, speak within it, move through it, improvise under its 

constraints, and generate a lived sequence of scenes whose meanings arise in the 

present tense. The murder, then, need not be the final object of attention. It may 

instead serve as the spark that reveals the temperature of the room. Who deflects. 

Who accuses. Who performs innocence too carefully. Who protects an enemy 

because scandal would be worse than murder. Who discovers that loyalty costs more 

than principle. Who prefers an elegant lie to an ugly truth. These questions belong 
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not to the mechanics of deduction but to the dynamics of drama. They are why the 

most effective adult murder mysteries are remembered not primarily as intellectual 

exercises but as nights when people said dangerous things in beautiful rooms. 

To understand why this distinction matters, it helps to define the form more 

precisely. A murder mystery party, broadly speaking, is a hybrid event in which 

participants assume fictional identities within a social scenario organized around a 

crime. It may include costumes, written character briefs, private secrets, distributed 

clues, staged revelations, and some kind of concluding accusation or explanation. 

That broad description covers a remarkable range of designs, from heavily scripted 

commercial kits to highly improvisational LARP scenarios with strong theatrical or 

Nordic influences. Some are essentially party games wearing dramatic accessories. 

Others are tightly composed social engines in which players inhabit layered 

characters whose objectives and relationships produce complex live scenes. The 

difference between those two is not cosmetic. It is structural. 

A puzzle-forward murder mystery is generally built around a stable hidden truth. 

The designer knows what happened. The players do not. The event distributes 

information in such a way that participants can, at least in principle, reconstruct that 

prior truth. The central pleasure lies in analysis, comparison, elimination, and final 

recognition. The murderer is usually fixed in advance. Clues point backward. The 

narrative energy moves toward retroactive explanation. Players ask what, when, 

how, and by whom. Even when they are in character, their activity tends to resemble 

investigation more than dramatic action. They are looking for the missing pieces of a 

completed machine. 

An interactive-drama salon LARP behaves differently even when it also contains a 

crime and a solution. It is less concerned with mere reconstruction than with enacted 

tension. Its emphasis falls on character, scene, relation, and consequence. Players are 

not only recipients of clues but agents within a pressure system. Their goals may 

conflict with simple truth-seeking. A player may want to preserve a marriage, secure 

an inheritance, conceal a political allegiance, expose a rival, seduce an ally, protect a 

child, or avoid humiliation at any cost. The murder matters because it destabilizes 

those aims and makes them collide. The secret is not valuable because it exists. It is 

valuable because someone can use it. The room is not important because it contains 

evidence. It is important because it contains listeners, witnesses, exclusions, 

overheard fragments, social rankings, and the possibility of public disgrace. 
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The salon form is especially suited to this mode of play. Unlike adventure-based 

LARP scenarios that may rely on travel, combat, or task-oriented objectives, the 

salon LARP is built around conversation, presence, proximity, and social 

maneuvering. It thrives in bounded spaces where people can separate into pairs, 

clusters, or conspiratorial corners, then return to public view under altered emotional 

conditions. A parlor, dining room, drawing room, library, or lounge is not only a 

setting but a dramaturgical device. It makes watching and being watched central. It 

creates thresholds between public and private speech. It allows status to be displayed 

in posture, costume, and seating arrangements. It encourages participants to wield 

hospitality, etiquette, wit, silence, and decorum as narrative instruments. In such a 

space, murder is rarely just a forensic fact. It is a social event, a tear in the fabric of 

politeness through which everything concealed begins to show. 

The phrase “consenting adults” matters here as well, not because it automatically 

implies sexual content, but because it frames the ethical and experiential conditions 

of the play. Adult salon LARPs can support more layered and more intense 

interaction precisely because the participants are knowingly entering a structure of 

temporary social risk. They may consent to jealousy, betrayal, accusation, flirtation, 

emotional manipulation, strategic confession, and scenes of humiliation or desire, all 

within negotiated boundaries. The dramatic charge emerges because the play is 

voluntary and calibrated. People choose to inhabit tension. That matters. Without 

consent, pressure is simply discomfort. With consent, pressure becomes playable. It 

becomes expressive. It becomes the medium through which more complex scenes 

can occur. In such a context, the murder mystery is not merely a riddle but a license 

for intrusion. It gives players permission to ask forbidden questions, to reveal hidden 

motives, to test the strength of alliances, and to treat surface respectability as 

something that can and should crack. 

If one begins from that understanding, the weaknesses of puzzle-forward design 

become much easier to see. Puzzle structures possess genuine virtues. They provide 

clarity, direction, and a manageable objective. They are especially useful for novice 

participants who may feel uncertain about what roleplay expects of them. A clear 

mystery offers an immediate answer to the question, “What am I supposed to do?” 

Look for clues, compare information, form a theory, make an accusation. There is a 

democratic quality to this as well. One does not need theatrical bravado to ask who 

was seen in the garden at ten o’clock. One does not need to be deeply comfortable 

with improvisation to check a timeline against a witness statement. Puzzle design 

can create fairness, momentum, and satisfying structure. It deserves more respect 
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than casual disdain allows. If anything, its very strengths are what make its 

limitations so instructive. 

The trouble begins when clue management becomes the event rather than one of its 

instruments. In many weak murder mysteries, the social encounter narrows into a 

marketplace of informational fragments. Players circulate with notebooks, 

interrogating one another not as characters in unstable relation but as containers of 

data. Conversation becomes extractive. The question is no longer what a person 

wants, fears, or performs, but what fact they possess. Such play often rewards the 

participant who can efficiently gather, sort, and synthesize information while 

sidelining the participant who tries to remain in character, heighten tension, or build 

a scene. Emotional ambiguity becomes an obstacle. Strategic self-presentation 

becomes noise in the system. A character’s tears matter only insofar as they conceal 

or reveal an alibi. What should be theatre becomes census work in costume. 

This is not simply a matter of taste. It is a matter of what kinds of behavior the 

structure encourages. If players are rewarded primarily for assembling a correct 

account of past events, they will naturally prioritize certainty, efficiency, and 

extraction. They will move toward those who seem most informative. They will 

press for factual disclosure rather than relational escalation. They will interrupt 

dramatic moments to confirm details. They will treat every conversation as an 

evidence interview. The character ceases to be a person under pressure and becomes 

an envelope with shoes. One may laugh at that image, but it is depressingly close to 

the truth of many party mysteries. The player who was meant to portray a grieving 

widow, disgraced politician, or quietly furious lover instead becomes a node in a 

clue network. Their dramatic identity is subordinated to their utility as an 

information source. 

The anti-theatrical quality of this pattern is striking. Drama flourishes in hesitation, 

contradiction, implication, emotional stakes, and the gap between what is said and 

what is meant. Puzzle-forward play often seeks to erase that gap. It values 

unambiguous disclosure. It treats confusion as friction rather than opportunity. It 

encourages participants to strip away the social texture of the scene in order to get at 

the underlying facts as quickly as possible. Yet in a salon LARP, social texture is not 

decoration. It is the medium itself. If the structure trains players to bypass that 

medium, the form begins to work against its own strengths. One could design a 

chess set from crystal and silver, place it in a candlelit ballroom, and invite the 

guests to admire the atmosphere, but the game would still finally be about abstract 
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positional logic. That is not a criticism of chess. It is simply a reminder that aesthetic 

framing does not alter core function. Many murder mystery parties assume that 

costumes, accents, and themed snacks automatically produce drama. They do not. 

Structure produces drama, or fails to. 

Another weakness of puzzle-forward mystery is its dependence on a fully authored 

past. In many such designs, the real story has already happened before play begins. 

The victim has died, the motive is fixed, the sequence is determined, the relevant 

secrets are set, and all meaningful causality belongs to events that took place earlier. 

The players’ live activity consists in recovering that completed narrative. They are 

archaeologists of a story whose most important action is over. This can certainly be 

satisfying in a detective novel, because the reader’s pleasure lies in being guided 

through a controlled sequence of revelations by an author who can shape attention, 

pacing, and interpretation with exquisite precision. In interactive live play, however, 

such a design risks making the present feel secondary. The room is full of living 

bodies, but the structure tells them that the truth of the evening is elsewhere, behind 

them, already sealed. Their job is not to transform the situation but to understand it. 

That is often why solving the mystery can feel oddly thin. The answer arrives, and 

one recognizes its coherence, but the emotional substance of the evening remains 

slight. Facts have been learned. The system has been decoded. Yet little has 

happened among the players themselves beyond exchange and suspicion. There may 

have been no significant confession, no rupture, no irreversible betrayal, no powerful 

scene of public accusation, no wrenching choice between self-protection and love, 

no moment when someone chose a lie because the truth would cost too much. The 

event has delivered information without transformation. It has the shape of climax 

but not its force. This is the point at which the description “glorified paperwork in 

evening wear” becomes uncomfortably accurate. The dress is formal, the decor 

sumptuous, the premise scandalous, and the actual labor consists of collating 

evidence until a designated reveal confirms who filled out the murder form correctly. 

The real issue, then, is not whether information belongs in murder mystery play. Of 

course it does. The issue is what information is for. Facts alone do not produce 

drama. A clue is not meaningful simply because it exists or because it resolves a 

timeline inconsistency. It becomes meaningful when it changes what one person can 

do to another. This distinction between information and meaning is crucial. 

Information consists of facts, objects, records, timings, traces, testimony, and hidden 

knowledge. Meaning consists of consequence, interpretation, emotional weight, 
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symbolic force, and relational effect. A letter proving that the victim had debts is 

information. That same letter becomes meaningful when the hostess realizes it 

would destroy the family’s status if exposed, when the son sees that it reveals his 

father’s lie, when the widow recognizes that it makes her vulnerable to blackmail, or 

when the rival uses it to recast the death as moral retribution rather than tragedy. 

Facts do not matter in the abstract. They matter because someone is implicated by 

them. 

Murder mysteries often confuse revelation with significance. They unveil a key, a 

vial, a torn photograph, a changed will, a coded diary, or a hidden affair as though 

the mere act of disclosure were dramatic. Yet such objects are only potentially 

dramatic. They acquire force when embedded in motives, loyalties, self-conceptions, 

and social worlds. A secret lover is not automatically interesting. What makes the 

affair matter is whether it destroys a public persona, humiliates a spouse, threatens a 

political alliance, confirms a long-suspected family cruelty, or gives another 

character leverage at the exact moment they need it. In live interactive drama, the 

secret is less a piece of content than a charge in a relational circuit. It matters 

because it travels, because it can be revealed selectively or strategically, because it 

changes who trusts whom, who can accuse whom, and who becomes vulnerable in 

public. 

This is why the social life of clues is more important than their logical neatness. A 

clue may be discovered by one person, misinterpreted by another, denied by a third, 

weaponized by a fourth, and only later understood in its full implications. Its 

dramatic value lies not in its stable factual essence but in its circulation. Who knows, 

who suspects, who thinks they know, who can prove, who can only imply, who 

chooses silence, who bargains with disclosure, who confesses before exposure, who 

lies and is believed because the room wants that lie to be true. These are dramatic 

questions. They transform information into action. A clue ceases to be a collectible 

and becomes a detonator. It does not simply answer a question. It creates three new 

ones and puts them in different mouths. 

The strongest murder mystery designs recognize this and make clues socially 

dangerous. They ensure that almost any revelation carries relational consequence. A 

ledger may expose theft, but also reveal dependency. A witness statement may place 

someone at the scene, but also prove a clandestine meeting. A love letter may 

suggest motive, but also force a character to choose between preserving dignity and 

telling a humiliating truth. An autopsy note may clear one suspect but incriminate 
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the doctor who concealed it. In each case, the fact matters because it rearranges the 

field of play. It changes leverage, alters trust, generates new alliances, and pushes 

players into scenes they cannot defuse with tidy explanation. Such clues do not 

merely point backward to the murder. They point outward into the living network 

around it. 

Purely rational reconstruction can even become a weakness in interactive drama 

because human beings under pressure do not behave like ideal detectives. They 

misread, deny, project, prioritize reputation over evidence, protect the guilty for 

reasons that have nothing to do with justice, and cling to elegant narratives that 

preserve a desired image of themselves. Drama thrives in such failures of clean 

interpretation. It thrives in motivated blindness, in the refusal to know what is 

obvious because knowing would wound too deeply, in the theatrical 

overperformance of innocence, in the moment when accusation serves revenge more 

than truth. Puzzle logic tends to prefer coherence. Drama often prefers pressure. A 

scene in which a daughter publicly accuses her mother not because she is certain, but 

because years of resentment have found a socially permissible form, may tell us 

more about the event’s power than a perfectly reasoned deduction ever could. The 

truth of that scene is not forensic. It is emotional, social, and thematic. 

This helps explain why ambiguity, often treated as a flaw in puzzle design, can 

strengthen interactive drama when handled carefully. A detective story normally 

owes its reader closure. A salon LARP owes its players something subtler. It owes 

them a charged and meaningful experience in which their choices, performances, 

and collisions matter. Full explanation may support that experience, but it is not 

always its highest form. Some questions may remain uncertain. Some motives may 

be layered rather than singular. Some truths may arrive too late to heal what their 

concealment has broken. A mechanically flawless solution can leave no room for 

aftertaste. A slightly unresolved ending, by contrast, may leave participants arguing 

in the doorway, replaying scenes, revising their sense of who was innocent, who was 

tragic, and who was merely the best liar in the room. That afterlife is part of the 

form’s strength. It means the experience exceeded the boundaries of mere answer. 

If puzzle-forward design asks how players can reconstruct a hidden past, drama-

forward design asks how players can inhabit a live crisis. Its priorities are different 

from the beginning. It focuses on conflicting objectives, unstable alliances, buried 

resentments, performed identities, and scenes in which something significant may be 

lost or exposed. The murder in such a structure is not abandoned. Rather, it is 
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repositioned. It becomes the event that destabilizes the social system and forces 

everyone’s buried agenda into relation with everyone else’s. Instead of a room full 

of witnesses to be mined for information, one gets a room full of people whose 

desires cannot all survive the truth. That is drama. 

The collision of desire lies at the center of this model. Strong adult murder mysteries 

distribute objectives that are not reducible to solving the crime. One character may 

need to preserve family reputation because bankruptcy would destroy the household. 

Another may wish to expose corruption because the victim ruined their career. 

Another may need to conceal an affair that would cost them not only marriage but 

public legitimacy. Another may seek an inheritance, another revenge, another 

absolution, another intimacy, another escape from dependency. The murder matters 

because it throws all of these pursuits into violent proximity. If one person reveals 

the truth, another loses status. If one person clears their own name, they expose a 

sibling. If one person confesses a lie, they ruin the future of someone they still love. 

A clue in such a system does not merely resolve a question. It forces a choice among 

incompatible goods. 

Loyalty deepens this further. The richest dramatic structures are not built from 

isolated motives but from divided allegiances. A character may know something 

crucial and still hesitate because the person it implicates is a former lover, a child, a 

patron, a co-conspirator, or the last surviving member of their family. Truth may 

conflict with solidarity. Justice may conflict with affection. Honesty may conflict 

with self-preservation. These tensions are more theatrically productive than bare 

detection because they compel players to act in present time rather than simply infer 

past time. They generate scenes of bargaining, pleading, rationalizing, and betrayal. 

They ask not only what happened, but what the living are willing to do now that it 

cannot remain hidden. 

Self-presentation is equally central. In adult salon LARPs, characters often enter 

play already performing social identities. They are the attentive spouse, the 

honorable soldier, the dependable confidant, the wronged widow, the polished host, 

the dutiful son, the discreet servant, the innocent guest. These identities are not 

superficial. They are active strategies through which characters manage how they are 

seen. Murder places those performances under strain. The interesting dramatic 

question is often not who is guilty but who can continue to inhabit their chosen self 

when suspicion intensifies. Some characters shatter. Some become more rigidly 

controlled. Some pivot elegantly, using accusation as cover. Some transform 
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confession into performance, revealing just enough truth to reclaim moral authority. 

In this sense, the salon murder mystery is often a theatre of masks under pressure. 

The crime is the force that makes the masks slip. 

Because of that, drama-forward designs tend to produce memorable scenes rather 

than merely satisfying conclusions. Participants often recall not the exact mechanism 

of the murder, but the moment when the seemingly timid heiress turned and calmly 

destroyed the magistrate in front of the entire room. They remember the private 

conversation in the hallway where an enemy offered to protect them in exchange for 

a lie. They remember the widow’s toast, trembling only at the hand, not the voice. 

They remember the moment an accusation landed, the room fell silent, and two 

people realized they had been protecting different versions of the same secret. These 

are scenes. They possess shape, rhythm, embodied tension, and consequence. They 

are what interactive drama is built to do. Solving the crime may frame them, sharpen 

them, and give them stakes, but it is not their substitute. 

Adults are often especially responsive to this mode because it allows pleasure in 

contradiction. Many adult participants do not actually want the flattened moral 

simplicity of pure detection. They enjoy irony, layered motive, strategic ambiguity, 

moral compromise, and the social elegance of saying one thing while meaning three. 

They are often less interested in whether the puzzle is perfectly fair than in whether 

the situation is richly playable. A scenario that permits them to be witty, cruel, 

vulnerable, self-deceiving, seductive, righteous, or magnificently wrong within a 

controlled frame can offer far more than a tidy solution ever could. This does not 

make adults wiser by default; heaven knows many of us can still behave like 

overcaffeinated undergraduates in formalwear. But it does mean the form can reward 

emotional and social complexity rather than just procedural cleverness. 

The shape of memory reinforces this distinction. Ask participants a week after a 

strong salon murder mystery what they remember, and their answers rarely begin 

with the third clue packet or the exact chronology of the poison delivery. They begin 

with moments of encounter. They remember when someone accused them in front of 

everyone. They remember when a trusted ally abandoned them. They remember 

when they confessed something they had not expected to say. They remember the 

silence after a reveal, the laughter that turned sharp, the plea behind the library door, 

the smile that meant someone had just understood too much. Interactive experiences 

are not stored in memory as spreadsheets. They are stored as episodes, peaks, 
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embarrassments, reversals, embodied shocks. The human mind is shamelessly 

theatrical in this respect. It keeps the scene and misplaces the timetable. 

This is not mysterious. Emotionally charged interaction leaves deeper traces than 

routine information exchange. A moment of public exposure, strategic betrayal, or 

improvised confession is memorable because it involves risk, embodiment, and 

social consequence. The player has not merely processed content; they have spoken 

aloud, chosen under pressure, managed face, interpreted tone, and felt themselves 

watched. The body remembers what the notebook forgets. One may completely lose 

track of how many minutes after dessert the victim supposedly died, yet vividly 

recall the feeling of holding a glass too carefully while lying to a friend in character 

and realizing they did not believe a word of it. That memory is not incidental. It is 

the form’s achievement. 

Adult play often intensifies this because one of its chief pleasures is controlled 

tension. There is a special delight in being accused of something one has not done, in 

defending something one knows cannot quite be defended, in offering a dangerous 

half-truth, in performing poise under scrutiny, in discovering that a scene has 

become more personal than one anticipated while remaining safely within agreed 

boundaries. These pleasures are dramatic pleasures, not deductive ones. The solution 

may offer a brief spike of satisfaction, but the scenes provide narrative afterlife. 

Participants retell them afterward. “You should have seen her face when —” begins 

more postgame conversation than “The butler’s alibi failed because — .” One tells 

stories about encounters, not just answers. 

That fact should shape how success is evaluated. If an event is remembered chiefly 

for its confrontations, reversals, and moments of revealed character, then those are 

not decorative extras. They are the central product. A murder mystery that is 

impeccably solvable but dramatically inert has succeeded in only a narrow sense. It 

has delivered a functioning puzzle. A murder mystery that produces powerful 

scenes, meaningful choices, and lasting emotional or social resonance may remain 

successful even if some forensic details are fuzzy. This is not an argument for 

incoherence or laziness. It is an argument for recognizing what kind of medium 

interactive drama actually is. Its power lies in lived relational crisis, not merely in 

logical completion. 

From this perspective, the murder itself must be reframed. In the strongest adult 

salon LARPs, murder is not the endpoint of the story. It is the ignition point. The 

real action begins after the death. This may seem obvious, but many designs fail to 
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treat it as a formal principle. If the murder is conceived as the climax, then all that 

remains is clarification. If it is conceived as the catalyst, then it becomes the 

mechanism by which the dormant tensions of the social field are activated. Everyone 

is forced into motion. Everyone must interpret and respond. The dead body is not the 

culmination of meaning but the event that makes meaning newly contestable. 

The difference between endpoint and catalyst models is profound. In the endpoint 

model, all action serves retrospective explanation. The story aims toward solution, 

and the present is structured around discovering the prior truth. In the catalyst model, 

the crime destabilizes the present and generates new events whose consequences are 

not predetermined. Alliances form and fracture. Characters decide what to confess, 

whom to protect, what to exploit, and how much of themselves they can afford to let 

the room see. The past matters, but it matters because it presses on the living. The 

event becomes active rather than archaeological. Instead of excavating a sealed truth, 

players navigate a crisis whose social and emotional outcomes are genuinely at 

stake. 

The dead body is structurally useful because it creates instant instability. It forces 

assembly. It suspends ordinary etiquette while perversely heightening its visibility. It 

legitimizes surveillance, intrusion, questioning, and improvised moral theater. It 

exposes fault lines because everyone must suddenly define their relation to the 

victim, to one another, and to the authority of truth itself. It is a wonderfully efficient 

dramaturgical device. One person’s death grants every other person a reason to 

speak, conceal, accuse, justify, mourn, manipulate, or panic. It turns latent tensions 

into playable tensions. That is why murder mysteries persist so successfully in 

interactive forms. The device is brutal, but dramatically elegant. 

The best such mysteries are therefore about the living, not the dead. The victim 

matters, of course, but often primarily through the web of forces their death 

illuminates. What they knew, whom they threatened, what they symbolized, how 

they bound the group together or held it in fear, why their absence changes the 

balance of power: these questions make the dead active without requiring the event 

to remain fixated on mere reconstruction. The investigation becomes a study of the 

survivors’ arrangements. Family rot, class hypocrisy, emotional dependency, 

political corruption, romantic disillusion, and the fragility of performed 

respectability come to the surface because death has interrupted the rituals that kept 

them hidden. A good murder mystery asks who killed. A better one asks what sort of 

world made the killing imaginable, useful, tempting, or inevitable. 
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Such a frame also expands the thematic scope of the form. Murder mystery ceases to 

be only a mechanism for suspense and becomes a lens on society. It can reveal how 

status protects the guilty, how gender shapes credibility, how wealth distorts justice, 

how intimacy becomes leverage, how appearances are curated, how institutions 

conceal rot, how love and resentment coexist in the same breath. The crime is then 

not only a puzzle but a pressure point. It reveals what the group values, what it fears 

losing, and what lies it cannot survive without. In a salon setting, these themes 

become especially sharp because the environment itself is built from performance. 

Formal clothes, polished speech, hospitality, and ritual courtesy all promise order. 

Murder makes that promise unstable. The resulting contrast is not only dramatic but 

conceptually rich. 

None of this means the puzzle no longer matters. A fair objection arises here. If one 

downplays solution too much, does the mystery not dissolve into shapeless 

melodrama? Does not the detective framework provide necessary tension, 

momentum, and direction? Yes, it does. A murder mystery without sufficient 

structural intelligibility can drift. Players may lose confidence in the stakes if they 

suspect there is no coherent truth at all. Shy participants may struggle without clear 

hooks. Ambiguity, if unmanaged, can feel less like artistry than negligence. There is 

genuine value in a puzzle that gives the evening propulsion. The point is not to 

abolish mystery but to subordinate it to drama in the right way. 

Puzzle elements contribute several things that drama alone may not reliably supply. 

They focus attention. They create urgency. They provide a shared external object of 

inquiry, which helps gather a group that might otherwise fragment into unrelated 

improvisations. They can support fairness by ensuring that accusations are not 

purely arbitrary. They can also provide scaffolding for less experienced players, who 

may find it easier to begin with concrete questions before moving into emotional or 

strategic play. A good mystery offers a spine. It says the evening has shape. 

Something happened. The truth matters. That matters more than any false purity of 

“drama only” would allow. 

The real issue, then, is hierarchy rather than exclusion. The argument is not that 

puzzle is bad and drama is good. The argument is that puzzle should support drama 

rather than replace it. The mystery should be solvable enough to sustain interest, but 

its clues should also alter trust, create leverage, expose contradiction, and force 

choices. The final answer should matter because of what it costs, not merely because 

it is correct. The best integration occurs when the process of pursuing truth 
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intensifies the social and emotional game rather than flattening it. A good mystery 

gives players something to pursue. A great mystery gives them something to risk 

while pursuing it. 

That insight has immediate implications for design. If one wants to build drama-

forward adult murder mysteries, the first principle is to write relationships before 

clues. Too many weak scenarios begin with the mechanics of the crime and only 

later attach generic motives to the suspects. This reverses the order that interactive 

drama actually needs. Better design begins with a network of interdependence, 

resentment, affection, obligation, shame, rivalry, and desire. Who owes money. Who 

longs for recognition. Who fears exposure. Who loves the wrong person. Who has 

built a life on a lie. Who needs another character to remain socially intact. Once 

those relations exist, the clues can be embedded in them. The result is that every 

discovery touches a live wire. 

The second principle follows closely: every clue should be socially dangerous. A 

piece of information that merely narrows the list of suspects is useful, but limited. A 

stronger clue threatens an alliance, exposes hypocrisy, grants leverage, provokes 

embarrassment, or demands a choice. It should change not only what someone 

thinks, but what someone can do. If a character discovers a hidden will, that should 

not merely alter inheritance logic. It should expose a parent’s preference, a betrayal 

of trust, or an impending scandal. If someone learns that another was with the victim 

shortly before death, the significance should exceed opportunity. It should reveal a 

quarrel, an affair, a debt, or a plea. Social danger gives clues afterlife. 

Third, characters need objectives that cannot be reduced to solving the murder. If 

everyone wants only the truth, the play becomes monotonic. Strong scenarios assign 

competing priorities. One character wants justice. Another wants peace. Another 

wants status preserved. Another wants escape. Another wants revenge disguised as 

righteousness. Another wants one honest conversation before the night ends. These 

objectives keep the room alive even when the murder temporarily recedes from 

center stage. They ensure that players can act rather than merely react. They also 

make the eventual truth matter because it intersects with preexisting aims. 

Fourth, design must think in terms of scenes rather than merely outcomes. What 

kinds of confrontations should become possible? Where can private truths become 

public? What pressures might force a confession? How can the physical environment 

support overhearing, exclusion, or sudden intimacy? A scenario should imagine not 

only the final reveal but the types of encounters likely to generate memorable 
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dramatic movement. The designer need not script these scenes in detail, but should 

build toward them. A good salon mystery creates opportunities for a dinner-table 

rupture, a whispered exchange on the stairs, a public toast that becomes a threat, a 

private bargain made in desperation. Scene architecture matters because experience 

is scene-shaped. 

Fifth, systems of recognition or reward should reinforce dramatic initiative, not only 

correct deduction. If the structure tells players that “winning” means naming the 

killer, many will optimize for that alone. Better designs distribute value more 

broadly. They encourage bold roleplay, consequential choices, strategic 

vulnerability, and meaningful transformation. This can happen implicitly through 

scenario framing or explicitly through debrief language and facilitator emphasis. The 

point is not to gamify emotion crudely, but to signal that inhabiting the dramatic life 

of the event is not a sideshow. It is the point. 

Pacing also matters. A strong adult murder mystery should escalate emotional stakes 

rather than simply release more information at regular intervals. Early play may 

focus on positioning, impression management, small suspicions, and the 

reestablishment of social hierarchy after the disruption of death. Middle play should 

destabilize. Revelations complicate loyalties, private conversations begin to matter, 

leverage accumulates, and the room starts to split along unexpected lines. Late play 

should force irreversibility. Something must be said that cannot be unsaid. Someone 

must choose between mutually destructive truths. The ending should not feel like a 

final exam answer key. It should feel like the last turn of a screw. 

Useful ambiguity may be preserved as well. Not every thread requires full closure, 

especially if closure would flatten emotional truth. Some mysteries are stronger 

when a motive remains partly plural, when the guilt is clear but the moral alignment 

remains contested, or when the revelation resolves the crime while leaving 

relationships in ruin. Players often appreciate space to interpret what happened and 

why. The postgame conversation thrives on that space. It allows participants to 

continue thinking, arguing, and reinhabiting the event from multiple angles. A 

scenario that explains everything may eliminate confusion, but it may also eliminate 

resonance. 

Because this form depends on pressure, consent tools must be integrated naturally. 

Adult dramatic intensity is not produced by recklessness. It is produced by calibrated 

risk within clear boundaries. Players need shared expectations about touch, coercive 

language, humiliation, sexual content, emotional intensity, and the distinction 
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between player care and character conflict. Far from weakening drama, such 

frameworks enable it. Participants can dare more when they know the structure 

supports their safety. One can play jealousy, cruelty, seduction, or breakdown with 

far more conviction when everyone knows the floor will not vanish beneath them. 

Consent, in this context, is not a bureaucratic add-on. It is part of the dramaturgy of 

trust. 

Finally, the ending should be designed around consequence rather than answer 

alone. Of course the answer may matter. It may even be devastating. But the crucial 

question is what that answer does. Does it shatter a family narrative? Expose a 

system? Free someone too late? Reveal that the “wrong” person was protected for 

reasons more complicated than corruption? Force the room to confront its own 

complicity? The final reveal should transform the meaning of what has been 

happening, not merely close the file. If the participants leave feeling only that they 

have solved something, the event has ended at its narrowest point. If they leave 

feeling that they have been through something, the form has reached its full power. 

What this entire argument suggests is that the murder mystery, when treated as 

interactive drama in a salon LARP for consenting adults, is best understood not as a 

disguised logic problem but as a mechanism for producing social crisis. Its greatest 

strength is not the hidden answer but the visible unraveling. The finest versions of 

the form recognize that a clue without consequence is trivia, that a suspect without 

conflicting loyalties is cardboard, and that a solution without dramatic cost is merely 

neat. They understand that people come to such events not only to know, but to 

perform, to test, to reveal, to conceal, to risk, and to witness one another under 

pressure. The murder grants permission. The rest is human weather. 

This is why the distinction between puzzle-forward and drama-forward design is not 

a minor technical preference but a critical framework for understanding the medium 

itself. If one values the murder mystery only as deduction, one will inevitably 

misread its potential in live embodied play. One will produce cleaner timelines and 

flatter rooms. One will admire solvability while wondering, perhaps a little 

defensively, why the evening felt less alive than its premise promised. If, however, 

one understands that information becomes meaningful only through relation, that 

memory privileges scenes over systems, and that murder functions most powerfully 

as catalyst rather than endpoint, then a different design philosophy emerges. The 

crime remains central, but not sovereign. It initiates a drama whose true subject is 

the unstable social and emotional life of the people gathered around it. 
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In that sense, the best adult murder mysteries are not really about solving the crime. 

They are about what suspicion permits people to say. They are about what fear 

makes visible, what desire distorts, what loyalty conceals, what shame defends, and 

what self-presentation cannot survive once pressure rises high enough. They are 

about the strange and wonderful fact that a fictional death can make the living reveal 

themselves. A good murder mystery yields an answer. A great one reveals a roomful 

of people who can no longer maintain the stories they were telling about themselves 

before the body was found. 
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  Abstract 

This essay argues that salon LARP murder mysteries succeed through information design 

rather than plot alone. Their dramatic force depends on how knowledge is distributed, 

withheld, misread, and released among players in real time. Private briefs, hidden motives, 

lies, and staggered revelations create structured improvisation by giving participants unequal 

access to consequential truths. The essay shows that information asymmetry functions as the 

central dramaturgical engine of the form, generating agency, suspicion, tension, pacing, and 

memorable scenes. It distinguishes satisfying secrets from arbitrary ones by emphasizing 

social consequence: a secret matters when its disclosure can alter trust, leverage, identity, or 

power. It also explains how timing transforms static hidden facts into dynamic dramatic 

events, and how the flow of information shapes both individual choice and whole-room 

rhythm. The essay concludes that designing interactive drama means composing a living 

economy of knowledge in which truth becomes theatrical through uneven circulation during 

play itself. 

Keywords: information asymmetry, salon LARP, interactive drama, structured improvisation, 

secret design, dramaturgy of disclosure 

 

Interactive drama is often praised for immediacy, immersion, and the peculiar 

electricity that arises when people stop merely discussing a story and begin to 

inhabit one together. Yet those descriptions, while attractive, can also be 

misleadingly soft. They describe effects without explaining causes. They tell us that 

a salon LARP murder mystery can feel tense, alive, and surprising, but they do not 

tell us why one scenario hums while another sinks into polite confusion or 
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mechanical clue-swapping. The difference is rarely reducible to theme, costume, or 

even raw participant enthusiasm. More often, it lies in design, and especially in the 

design of knowledge. A successful interactive murder mystery is not simply a story 

with hidden facts; it is a system that distributes, withholds, times, and redirects 

information so that players can act under pressure inside a field of partial 

understanding. The drama does not emerge despite that asymmetry. It emerges 

because of it. 

This point matters because murder mystery design is frequently discussed as though 

its primary challenge were inventing a clever solution. Designers and players alike 

often focus on culprit, motive, means, and opportunity, as if the central achievement 

of the scenario were the invisible architecture of the crime itself. Certainly that 

architecture matters. If the underlying event is incoherent, the structure built on it 

will wobble like a banquet table on one short leg. But the mere existence of a solid 

solution does not guarantee live drama. One can construct an intricate murder, 

embed it in a glamorous setting, assign everyone lovely costumes, and still produce 

an evening that feels less like theatre than tax preparation with champagne. That is 

not because participants are unimaginative. It is because information has not been 

designed as action. 

The salon LARP murder mystery is especially revealing in this regard because it is a 

form built from social presence. Players are gathered in shared space, often elegant, 

intimate, and bounded. They converse in pairs, eavesdrop in clusters, improvise in 

real time, recalibrate alliances, perform innocence, offer partial truths, conceal panic, 

and test what they can safely say in public versus private. The engine of all this is 

knowledge moving unevenly through the room. Some players know dangerous 

things. Some know fragments. Some know only what they think they know. Some 

begin with false assumptions that are emotionally convincing even when factually 

wrong. Some possess information they cannot easily use. Others are desperate to 

obtain information without revealing why they need it. The room acquires texture 

because certainty is scarce and consequence is attached to disclosure. 

If one asks, then, what actually creates momentum in interactive drama, the answer 

is not merely plot. Plot is the underlying sequence of events, but live drama depends 

on who has access to that sequence, in what form, with what distortions, and under 

what pressures of use. Private briefs, hidden motives, staggered revelations, 

controlled misunderstandings, and asymmetrical relationships do not sit on the edge 

of the experience like decorative fringe. They shape the experience at its core. A 
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player improvises differently when they know they are loved, hated, indebted, 

endangered, or being watched. They improvise differently when they possess a 

letter, fear a rumor, misread an ally, or recognize that their alibi will not survive 

another ten minutes of conversation. Information is not the background condition of 

the drama. It is one of its principal materials. 

The failures of weak murder mystery design make this clearer than the successes of 

strong design sometimes do. Many scenarios collapse because their secrets are inert, 

their revelations arbitrary, or their crucial facts locked too tightly away from actual 

circulation. A player may be given a dramatic sounding secret that in practice affects 

nothing. Another may receive dense backstory that explains a character without 

equipping them to do anything. A final reveal may arrive with technical surprise but 

little emotional consequence because the preceding play has not made that hidden 

truth matter. In such cases, secrecy exists, but dramaturgy does not. The scenario 

contains unknowns, yet not all unknowns are dramatic. A secret is not automatically 

powerful because it is concealed. It becomes powerful when its concealment and 

disclosure alter what people can do to one another. 

The central claim of this essay is that the success of a salon LARP murder mystery 

depends on how information is distributed, concealed, interpreted, and disclosed. 

Private briefs, hidden motives, lies, selective ignorance, false beliefs, and staggered 

revelations create the conditions for agency, tension, pacing, and scene generation. 

The most effective scenarios do not simply hide truth and wait for players to uncover 

it. They construct a living economy of knowledge in which each disclosure can shift 

leverage, alter intimacy, destabilize status, redirect suspicion, and transform the 

meaning of earlier scenes. Information control, in other words, is not a secondary 

support system for interactive drama. It is one of its central dramaturgical engines. 

To develop that argument, it is necessary first to define the form more precisely. The 

murder mystery salon LARP is a hybrid medium. It borrows from game design, 

theatre, social ritual, detective fiction, and improvisation, yet it is reducible to none 

of them. Its players do not merely observe a story. They do not merely solve one 

either. They inhabit roles within a structured environment and generate live scenes 

whose meanings emerge through interaction. Unlike a conventional detective novel, 

where an author can direct every beat of revelation, the salon LARP distributes 

narrative labor across multiple embodied participants. Unlike pure improvisational 

theatre, it usually begins with an authored network of relationships, motives, and 

hidden facts. Unlike a tabletop roleplaying game, its action unfolds through 
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simultaneous conversation in physical space rather than turn-based narration. It is, 

therefore, both freer and more constrained than it first appears. 

The phrase structured improvisation captures that condition better than more 

romantic descriptions of spontaneous storytelling. Players are not reading lines, but 

they are not inventing from nothing. They improvise within a scaffold built from 

character packets, social roles, spatial arrangement, preexisting tensions, and 

asymmetrical information. This scaffold is what allows improvisation to be 

productive rather than shapeless. A player who knows that the victim blackmailed 

them, that their spouse suspects infidelity, that they owe money to a rival, and that 

they must avoid public disgrace enters the room with a very different horizon of 

action than a player told only to “be suspicious.” The former can make decisions. 

The latter can only float. Structured improvisation is what prevents the event from 

devolving into vague improvisatory politeness or frantic overacting detached from 

stakes. 

This point is sometimes obscured because salon LARP feels more organic than it is. 

The scenes unfold in real time. Participants often experience discovery as though it 

were purely emergent. Yet the conditions of that emergence are carefully built. The 

designer chooses what is knowable at the start, what remains hidden, what can be 

discovered later, which relationships are reciprocal, which are asymmetrical, and 

what forms of disclosure are possible or dangerous. Even ignorance can be authored. 

A player may be designed to hold an incorrect assumption because that incorrect 

assumption is dramatically useful. They may believe the victim betrayed them, or 

that another character loves them, or that a family secret died with the corpse, when 

none of these things is quite true. Such beliefs create action because they are 

compelling enough to be played before they are verified. 

Information control in this context includes more than simple secrecy. It 

encompasses player knowledge, character knowledge, misbelief, uncertainty, 

inference, access, timing, and cost. Who knows the victim had debts. Who knows 

where the body was really found. Who suspects the doctor altered a report. Who 

thinks they can trust the hostess. Who can prove the affair. Who only has a hint. 

Who has a clue but does not realize its significance. Who believes a lie because it 

flatters a desire. These distinctions matter because interactive drama is shaped by 

more than what is true. It is shaped by what participants can plausibly act on in the 

moment. 
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For that reason, describing a murder mystery scenario only in terms of the hidden 

backstory misses the real mechanism of play. One may summarize the crime 

efficiently: the victim forged a document, threatened exposure, was poisoned by a 

lover, and the butler moved the body. But that summary tells us almost nothing 

about whether the live event will be compelling. What matters in play is how those 

facts are broken apart, embedded in different perspectives, and circulated through a 

room of people with conflicting motives. The dramaturgical question is not simply 

what happened. It is who knows what happened, who thinks they do, who can safely 

say so, who profits from silence, and when any of that becomes actionable. 

Information asymmetry is therefore not an incidental feature of the form but its most 

reliable engine. By information asymmetry, I mean the uneven distribution of 

relevant knowledge among participants, combined with uncertainty about the 

knowledge states of others. One player knows the victim visited their room at 

midnight. Another knows that a will was changed last week. Another suspects 

blackmail but lacks proof. Another has the proof and no wish to share it. Another 

falsely believes the victim planned to elope. Another knows that belief is wrong and 

intends to exploit it. These inequalities of knowledge produce movement because 

they force players into inquiry, concealment, speculation, bargaining, performance, 

and risk. 

A perfectly symmetrical murder mystery would be strangely dead. If every 

participant began with full knowledge of the crime, its motives, and each other’s 

secrets, there would be little need for investigation, little reason to maintain facades, 

and very limited opportunity for tension to build. The experience might still support 

performance, but its social energy would flatten. Everyone would stand on the same 

informational ground. Conversely, a scenario in which knowledge is so sparse or so 

inaccessible that no one can form plausible interpretations is equally ineffective. If 

players cannot act because they have no usable understanding of anything, 

uncertainty stops being dramatic and becomes merely foggy. The form requires 

patterned inequality of knowledge, not pure confusion and not total transparency. 

What makes asymmetry generative is that it produces tasks without making them 

purely procedural. A player with partial knowledge seeks confirmation. A player 

with dangerous knowledge seeks protection or leverage. A player whose public 

image is threatened by hidden truth seeks narrative control over how events will be 

interpreted. A player who suspects they are under suspicion adjusts speech, posture, 

and alliances. A player with incorrect but plausible knowledge may launch 
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accusations that are dramatically meaningful even if factually wrong. In each case, 

action arises because people do not stand in identical relation to truth. They move 

because the room is made of uneven certainties. 

These informational imbalances also produce distinct dramaturgical textures. 

Suspense emerges when players fear what may soon be known. Irony emerges when 

a player says one thing while knowing another. Reversal emerges when information 

changes hands. Misunderstanding emerges when hidden motives shape 

interpretation. Anticipation emerges when the room senses that disclosure is 

approaching but not yet inevitable. Leverage emerges when a fact can be used 

strategically rather than merely possessed. None of these effects is accidental. Each 

depends on the design of asymmetry. And crucially, these are not only audience 

experiences. Because salon LARP collapses performer and audience into the same 

body, players feel these textures from within the action. One does not simply watch 

suspense. One is suspicious, concealed, cornered, or waiting to strike. 

A useful way to understand this is to think of information as a dynamic rather than a 

static resource. A static view imagines that facts exist and players retrieve them. A 

dynamic view recognizes that facts change dramatic value depending on timing, 

holder, context, and audience. A hidden bank record in the pocket of a passive 

character is not yet a dramatic event. The same record shown privately to the 

victim’s son becomes leverage. Read aloud at dinner, it becomes public catastrophe. 

Destroyed before anyone else can verify it, it becomes absence with consequences. 

The informational content has not changed, but its theatrical force has. Information 

design, then, is not just about what is known. It is about what knowledge can do in 

the room. 

That is why asymmetry should not be treated as an inconvenience to be tidied away 

in the name of clarity. Many inexperienced designers become anxious when players 

possess uneven or conflicting understandings and rush to ensure everyone receives 

the same essential facts quickly. The intention is generous. The effect is often 

flattening. If every important truth is promptly democratized, the room loses friction. 

Participants stop needing to choose when and how to speak. They stop needing to 

infer motive behind disclosure. They stop needing to manage the social 

consequences of being the sole holder of something dangerous. Clarity has a place, 

but drama often depends on delayed clarity and unequal access. 

At the same time, asymmetry cannot simply be scattered like confetti. It must be 

composed. Some information should be tightly held. Some should be widespread but 
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unreliable. Some should be discoverable through multiple routes. Some should begin 

inert and become explosive only under certain circumstances. Some should exist 

mainly to distort perception before being corrected. Some should remain ambiguous 

even after discussion, not because the designer has been sloppy, but because 

interpretation itself is part of the play. A well designed information field gives 

players enough structure to act, enough uncertainty to improvise, and enough 

consequence to care. 

Among the primary tools for creating that field are private briefs and character 

packets. These are often treated as preparatory documents, useful but secondary, like 

napkins set out before the meal. In reality, they do a great deal of the scenario’s most 

consequential work. A private brief does not merely tell a player who their character 

is. It positions that player within the knowledge economy of the event. It determines 

what they can initially say, what they must initially hide, what they misunderstand, 

what they want, and how they are likely to interpret early interactions. It authorizes 

lines of play before the first conversation begins. 

The strongest briefs provide what might be called playable knowledge. Playable 

knowledge differs from mere background information. Background may help with 

tone and characterization, but by itself it does not necessarily create action. A brief 

that explains where a character went to school or what music they enjoy may be 

pleasant texture, yet those details will matter only if linked to present stakes. 

Playable knowledge, by contrast, carries potential energy. It is information that can 

plausibly generate scenes, choices, leverage, fear, or strategic disclosure. If a 

character knows that the victim forged their signature, holds a compromising letter, 

suspects their spouse’s loyalty, or wrongly believes they are about to inherit an 

estate, they possess material that can move the game. The question is not only 

whether the detail is interesting. It is whether it is actionable. 

A well designed brief often contains contradictions that make immediate 

improvisation possible. A character may publicly admire a person they privately 

despise. They may believe they are protecting someone who in fact intends to 

sacrifice them. They may possess a secret that would ruin another’s life but also 

expose their own vulnerability. They may enter the room under the pressure of 

incompatible objectives: preserve family reputation, discover the truth, and never let 

anyone know they lied last week. Such contradictions give the player something to 

negotiate internally while negotiating externally with others. They do not enter 
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empty and wait for plot to happen. They arrive already stretched between what can 

be said and what cannot. 

Reciprocity is one of the most underappreciated aspects of brief design. Not all 

relationships should be equally known from both sides. Mutual understanding can be 

dramatically useful, but asymmetrical understanding is often richer. One character 

may know the romance is strategic while the other believes it genuine. One may 

realize a friendship has curdled into resentment while the other remains sentimental. 

One may know that a sibling stole from the victim while the sibling believes the 

theft undiscovered. Such unevenness creates powerful friction because it allows 

scenes to land differently for the participants involved. A declaration, accusation, or 

apology can be heard in sharply different registers depending on what each side 

knows. 

This does not mean that briefs should be overloaded. In fact, one of the common 

failures of character packet design is mistaking density for richness. A player given 

six pages of genealogical detail, historical exposition, and incidental context may 

understand their character perfectly on paper while feeling stranded in play. They 

know many things, but none of them suggest what to do next. Conversely, a brief 

that is too thin can leave a player generic and passive. The balance is delicate. 

Effective briefs are compressed engines. They provide enough context to anchor the 

role, enough motive to generate action, enough asymmetry to create tension, and 

enough openness to permit improvisation. 

The relation between player and brief is also significant. A private packet does not 

simply transfer knowledge. It shapes player expectation about what kind of story 

they are in. If the brief emphasizes relationships, emotional stakes, and socially 

dangerous secrets, the player enters expecting live drama. If it emphasizes 

chronology, clue management, and neutral backstory, the player is nudged toward 

investigation as data gathering. The document whispers design philosophy before the 

game begins. That whisper matters. Players are exquisitely sensitive to signals about 

what the event thinks is important. 

If briefs provide the initial distribution of knowledge, hidden motives and lies 

animate that distribution in motion. Not every secret, however, is equally satisfying. 

The distinction between satisfying and arbitrary secrets is central to information 

design. A satisfying secret is not just hidden; it is consequential. Its existence and 

possible disclosure affect relationships, leverage, self presentation, or stakes. An 
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arbitrary secret is concealed information that may appear intriguing but has little 

power to alter the social field. It adds obscurity without adding pressure. 

The difference is easiest to see through consequence. Suppose a character secretly 

dislikes opera. This may amuse, but unless the scenario somehow makes cultural 

taste a loaded site of status or intimacy, it is dramatically negligible. Suppose instead 

that a character secretly forged the victim’s invitation list to exclude a rival, or 

concealed a pregnancy, or falsified a business report that the victim threatened to 

expose. These secrets matter because their disclosure would immediately change 

what others think, feel, or can do. They affect trust, blackmail, accusation, 

dependence, and identity. A satisfying secret is connected to a web. An arbitrary 

secret floats alone. 

Designers sometimes assume that secrecy is self justifying. After all, murder 

mysteries are supposed to be full of secrets. Yet secrecy without consequence 

becomes clutter. It can even dilute the force of stronger material by teaching players 

that hidden facts are often irrelevant. If every character has three mysterious details, 

but only one has actual leverage, participants may learn to treat secrets as decorative 

noise. Strong design is more selective. It understands that concealment is a 

condition, not a value. The secret must matter to someone in the room, not only to 

the solution on paper. 

Lies complicate the picture further because they are not simply hidden facts but 

ongoing performances. A secret may sit silently. A lie must be maintained. It 

requires speech, omission, consistency, timing, and social management. In 

interactive drama, this makes lies more kinetically theatrical than many secrets. A 

player lying about their debt, their affair, their movements, or their relation to the 

victim must continuously adjust to incoming information. They must decide whether 

to deny, deflect, confess partially, implicate another, or abandon the lie altogether. 

The lie is not only content. It is labor. It produces posture, tone, panic, charm, 

aggression, and improvisational risk. 

This is one reason salon LARP thrives on self presentation. Characters are not 

merely repositories of hidden truths; they are active curators of identity. They decide 

what face to show and what story to tell. Lies become the practical means by which 

those stories are maintained under stress. The liar is often dramatically interesting 

not because the audience longs to catch them, but because the maintenance of false 

innocence generates scenes. A player lying about something serious becomes alert, 
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strategic, vulnerable to contradiction, and often oddly charismatic. They have 

something to lose every time they open their mouth. 

The most satisfying designs often layer secrets so that disclosure does not simply 

empty the chamber. A weak secret, once revealed, evaporates. A strong one opens 

into further implications. An apparent affair may turn out to be cover for blackmail. 

A confession intended to clear one charge may expose another. A player may reveal 

a lesser secret to protect a greater one, only to discover that the lesser secret changes 

the moral interpretation of everything else. Layering prevents revelation from 

functioning as simple depletion. Instead, it turns each disclosure into 

reinterpretation. The drama deepens because knowledge does not merely 

accumulate; it shifts the meaning of prior scenes. 

The timing of such shifts is crucial. Information design is never only about what is 

distributed. It is also about when truths, suspicions, and clues become available. 

Time is a dramaturgical instrument. A revelation delivered too early may collapse 

tension. The same revelation delivered too late may feel inert, as if the game has 

already committed to other emotional tracks. A revelation delivered without 

preparation may feel arbitrary, while one delivered after strong foreshadowing may 

feel both surprising and inevitable. The craft lies in making disclosure timely enough 

to matter and delayed enough to sting. 

Staggered revelation is one of the most common methods by which salon LARP 

scenarios create shape. New information may enter through timed envelopes, 

facilitator announcements, discovered objects, triggered scenes, or consequences of 

player action. Yet not all revelation functions alike. Some revelations are additive. 

They provide more data, extending what players know without altering its 

significance. Others are transformative. They do not merely add. They recast. They 

make earlier conversations look different, reframe a motive, redirect sympathy, or 

turn an apparent villain into a tragic accomplice. Transformative revelation is often 

far more powerful because it changes meaning rather than simply quantity. 

Early revelations in a strong scenario usually serve to orient and disturb without 

resolving too much. They invite suspicion, encourage private conversations, and 

establish that public appearances cannot be trusted. Midgame revelations should 

typically destabilize working assumptions. Alliances shift. A player’s safe posture 

becomes dangerous. Someone discovers that their confidant is also their threat. Late 

revelations tend to intensify consequence. They narrow the space in which 

characters can preserve all of their masks at once. By the end, players should feel 
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that the room cannot return to equilibrium merely by naming a culprit. Something in 

the social fabric should have changed. 

Mistimed revelation is among the quickest ways to blunt dramatic force. Too much 

information too soon can collapse the room into premature certainty or produce a 

scramble of crosschecking before emotional stakes have developed. Too little 

information for too long can lead to stagnation, with players circling the same 

suspicions and exhausting their material. Final revelations that depend on 

information no player could reasonably have inferred may create surprise but not 

satisfaction. The scenario seems to pull a rabbit from a hat and then demand 

applause. Better design makes revelation feel earned even when it shocks. The 

audience should not feel that the game cheated; they should feel that the game 

outmaneuvered them. 

Temporal design also creates rhythm by alternating between pressure and 

reorientation. A revelation throws the room into motion. Players scramble, confront, 

deny, seduce, threaten, or retreat. Then the consequences settle enough for new 

configurations to emerge. Another revelation strikes, and movement resumes. This 

pulse is essential. Without it, asymmetry becomes static. Players may each possess 

fascinating secrets, but if nothing changes their relative value over time, the room 

can feel stalled. Information flow is what converts latent tension into dramatic 

momentum. 

Agency is intimately bound to this process. In interactive drama, agency does not 

mean the absence of constraint. On the contrary, the medium depends on structure. 

A player is not free to become anyone or do everything. They act from a defined role 

in a limited situation. Yet within that situation, agency matters enormously. A player 

must feel able to make meaningful choices. Information design helps determine 

whether that happens. Too little usable knowledge, and choices become random 

stabs in the dark. Too much transparent certainty, and choices become obvious 

optimizations with little emotional charge. Agency emerges in the middle space, 

where players can plausibly act but cannot act costlessly. 

Meaningful choice in salon LARP is relational and informational. A player decides 

whether to reveal a secret based not only on what they know, but on what they think 

others know, what consequences they anticipate, what image they wish to preserve, 

and what risks silence now carries. The same objective fact can produce different 

choices depending on informational context. A letter proving blackmail may be used 

as leverage, concealed to protect reputation, destroyed to prevent scandal, or 
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revealed publicly in a moment of moral fury. The player’s options are meaningful 

because the informational field presents several intelligible paths, none of them free. 

This helps distinguish constrained agency from false agency. Constrained agency is 

natural and often desirable. A character cannot solve every problem, command every 

scene, or escape every consequence. But they can act within recognizably 

meaningful bounds. False agency arises when the game appears to offer choice while 

withholding crucial information in such a way that any decision the player makes is 

essentially arbitrary or retroactively invalidated. If a player is asked to choose whom 

to trust but the design has provided no basis for any judgment, the choice may feel 

theatrical but not meaningful. Likewise, if a major revelation later renders all prior 

decisions irrelevant because the player could never have anticipated it, agency 

curdles into frustration. 

Interactive drama supports several overlapping forms of agency, all shaped by 

information. Investigative agency concerns finding and interpreting facts. Social 

agency concerns steering conversations, alliances, and public impressions. Strategic 

agency concerns using information as leverage or defense. Moral agency concerns 

deciding what kind of person the character will be under strain. Performative agency 

concerns shaping how the room perceives one’s role, innocence, guilt, dignity, or 

desperation. Strong salon mysteries usually allow these agencies to interact. A player 

may discover a truth, choose whether to deploy it cruelly or mercifully, and perform 

that decision in a way that reshapes their public identity. Information is the medium 

through which such choices become legible. 

Uncertainty remains essential. Players do not need complete knowledge to have 

agency. In fact, complete knowledge would often diminish it by removing risk and 

interpretive tension. But uncertainty must be structured. Players need enough 

material to form hypotheses, enough emotional stake to care, and enough 

consequence to make regret possible. Good design does not protect players from 

uncertainty. It gives them uncertainty they can act inside. That is a different thing 

entirely. 

The emotional life of the room is likewise built from information. Suspicion, dread, 

curiosity, defensiveness, anticipation, embarrassment, triumph, and panic all arise 

through asymmetrical knowledge. Suspicion is especially important because it is not 

simply a prelude to truth but a mode of being in the scene. To suspect someone is to 

watch their pauses differently, hear innocent phrases with a sharpened edge, 

reinterpret old conversations, and test new ones for cracks. Suspicion changes 
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posture. It changes humor. It changes what counts as politeness. A room in which 

suspicion has taken hold is not simply processing clues. It is breathing differently. 

Different informational positions generate different emotional textures. The 

concealed player experiences maintenance pressure. They must keep multiple stories 

aligned, conceal nerves, and assess constantly how much danger any new disclosure 

poses. The probing player experiences interpretive pressure, trying to read surfaces 

and infer what remains hidden. The falsely accused player experiences instability, 

seeing ordinary gestures turn incriminating and discovering that innocence alone 

does not restore control. The uninformed but socially central player experiences 

another form of pressure altogether: everyone wants something from them, and they 

do not know why. These affective distinctions enrich the game because not everyone 

is living through the same emotional script. 

Dramatic irony complicates this further. In conventional theatre, dramatic irony 

arises when the audience knows what a character does not. In salon LARP, audience 

and performer occupy the same body, so irony can stack in unusual ways. A player 

may know that their character is mistaken but choose to inhabit the mistake 

sincerely. A character may know a truth that most of the room lacks and must decide 

how to behave under that burden. A player may suspect another player knows more 

than their character can safely acknowledge. These layered knowledge states create 

subtle forms of tension. Tone, hesitation, and restraint become meaningful because 

the participant carries multiple perspectives at once. 

Because salon LARP is spatial as well as narrative, information flow also shapes 

collective rhythm. The event does not unfold as a single line. It pulses through 

overlapping scenes, private corners, public announcements, and sudden 

reassemblies. A revelation can split the room, drawing several players into urgent 

conference while sending others into damage control. A whispered accusation may 

later become a public rupture. A public speech may create three simultaneous private 

consequences in different corners of the space. The pacing of the room depends less 

on clock time alone than on the circulation of knowledge through bodies and 

subgroups. 

Good information flow generates scene clustering. One disclosure creates immediate 

reasons for multiple conversations. Another redistributes attention toward a 

previously quiet player. Yet designers must beware bottlenecks. If a scenario 

depends too heavily on one passive participant to release all crucial information, 

momentum can stall. If every major shift requires facilitator intervention, player 
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agency weakens. If important knowledge is too diffuse or too obscure, the room 

fragments into disconnected mini plots whose emotional weather never converges. 

The strongest designs balance concentration and diffusion. They allow certain 

players to become temporary hubs without making them permanent choke points. 

Collective rhythm often benefits from alternation between private intensity and 

public recalibration. A secret shared in confidence acquires one kind of force. The 

same secret hinted at publicly acquires another. A confrontation in a side room may 

come roaring back into the main group through altered alliances, damaged trust, or 

carefully worded insinuation. Then the public scene generates new private 

consequences. This back and forth gives the event pulse. The room inhales 

information in intimate scenes and exhales consequence in collective ones. Without 

such rhythm, play can become either too fragmented or too monolithic. 

From a design perspective, these observations suggest that the writer of interactive 

drama is less a traditional storyteller than an architect of knowability. The task is not 

only to invent a compelling backstory, but to map how different fragments of that 

backstory enter play, what false beliefs will shadow them, who can use them, and 

what each disclosure is likely to cost. Information should be designed relationally. 

That means asking not merely whether a clue exists, but whom it implicates, whom 

it empowers, whom it shames, and which scenes it is likely to generate. 

This begins with knowledge mapping. A designer should understand the full truth of 

the scenario, but also the partial truths assigned to each participant. Which facts are 

initially private. Which are shared by small clusters. Which are publicly suspected 

but unconfirmed. Which are completely absent until later intervention. Which false 

beliefs are seeded deliberately. Which information routes are redundant enough to 

preserve resilience if one player misses a cue or chooses silence. Such mapping 

prevents the common problem of discovering too late that the room’s dramatic life 

depends on a single thread no one is likely to pull. 

Social consequence should guide selection. Secrets worth writing are secrets that 

touch intimacy, reputation, obligation, or power. A scenario improves when hidden 

information can wound, protect, tempt, or transform. It becomes cluttered when 

secrets exist only to pad mystery. This does not mean every hidden fact must be 

enormous. Small secrets can be potent if they cross the right relational wires. The 

issue is not scale but consequence. A secret becomes dramatically alive when at least 

one player must care deeply whether it stays hidden. 
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Temporal layering deserves equal care. Designers should think about when 

revelations are likely to matter most, what assumptions they are meant to disturb, 

and whether they add information or change interpretation. Early revelations often 

establish instability. Midgame revelations complicate loyalties. Late revelations 

expose cost. The art lies in sequencing these so that the room feels increasingly 

charged rather than randomly interrupted. One should design not just facts, but 

turning points. 

Resilience also matters. In live play, people miss things. They mishear, avoid, forget, 

freeze, or choose paths the designer did not expect. Crucial information should often 

be reachable through more than one route. Yet redundancy must be controlled. If 

every secret is easy to verify instantly, tension flattens. The aim is not foolproof 

transparency but graceful robustness. The scenario should survive human 

unpredictability without losing all edge. That is a difficult balance, but it is one of 

the marks of mature design. 

Interpretation, finally, must be built into the structure. Players do not process 

information like neutral scanners. They filter it through jealousy, vanity, affection, 

fear, class assumptions, romantic hope, and strategic need. Good information design 

anticipates this. It allows facts to be read in more than one plausible way without 

becoming incoherent. A clue may point simultaneously toward guilt, shame, and 

sacrifice. A confession may read as honesty to one character and manipulation to 

another. Such interpretive flexibility is not a defect. It is the medium’s oxygen. 

Ethics cannot be detached from this discussion. Information control often intersects 

with humiliation, coercive pressure, emotional vulnerability, seduction, betrayal, and 

social exposure. Because these are powerful dramatic tools, they require calibrated 

consent. Players need a clear sense of what kinds of disclosure, accusation, intimacy, 

and verbal aggression are welcome within the frame. Without such calibration, 

informational pressure can feel personally invasive rather than playfully dangerous. 

With it, participants can take stronger dramatic risks. Ethical design makes 

asymmetry playable. It turns pressure into artistry rather than collateral damage. 

At this point the argument should be clear. Interactive drama lives in the gap 

between what is known, what is guessed, what is hidden, and what becomes 

speakable under pressure. The salon LARP murder mystery succeeds when it treats 

that gap as designed space rather than accidental mystery. Private briefs establish 

playable asymmetry. Hidden motives and lies turn that asymmetry into motion. 

Staggered revelations give it shape over time. Information control creates the 



 

Secrets, Lies, and Improvisation 

 

 

33 

conditions in which agency can be meaningful, tension can intensify, and scenes can 

become memorable rather than merely explanatory. 

The enduring lesson is that the story of a murder mystery does not reside wholly 

inside the murder. It resides in the circulation of knowledge around the death and 

through the living. A clever culprit and tidy solution may satisfy on paper, but live 

drama requires more. It requires secrets that matter, lies that can be played, 

revelations that transform, and asymmetries that make people choose. In such a 

design, the room becomes not simply a site of deduction but a charged field of 

interpretation and consequence. The truth does not wait passively to be found. It 

moves, unevenly and dangerously, through hands, voices, silences, and scenes. 

A salon LARP murder mystery is therefore best understood as an art of controlled 

imbalance. It thrives when certainty is scarce, when disclosure has cost, when 

ignorance is patterned rather than absolute, and when each participant stands in a 

different relation to risk. The designer composes that imbalance. The players 

animate it. The drama appears spontaneous, but its spontaneity is scaffolded by 

informational design so deliberate that it often disappears from view. That 

invisibility is part of its elegance. When the form is working, no one says, “How 

beautifully this scenario distributed epistemic asymmetry.” They say, “The room 

came alive.” What they mean, whether they know it or not, is that the truth arrived in 

the wrong hands at exactly the right time. 

One useful way to deepen the discussion is to examine how different genres of secret 

produce different dramaturgical effects inside the same structural frame. Not all 

hidden information functions identically, and designers who treat all secrecy as 

interchangeable often end up with rooms that feel tonally muddled. A secret of 

desire, for instance, behaves differently from a secret of guilt. If a character secretly 

loves someone inappropriate, the pressure tends to be anticipatory, humiliating, and 

relational. Disclosure may rearrange intimacy and loyalty more than it resolves the 

crime. A secret of guilt, by contrast, tends to create defensive maneuvering, 

anticipatory self protection, and an urgent concern with evidence. A secret of shame 

may lead to preemptive disclosure in search of sympathy. A secret of dependence 

may produce compliance with blackmail or silence. A secret of political belief may 

alter alliances more than personal relationships. Each category changes the room’s 

dramatic weather in a distinct way. 

That variation matters because a strong scenario usually contains a mix of secret 

types rather than relying exclusively on one. If every hidden fact points directly 
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toward the solution, play can become relentlessly forensic. If every hidden fact 

concerns romance or reputation without any relation to the crime, the mystery thread 

may weaken into decorative scenery. Balance is achieved not by numerical equality 

but by interplay. Some secrets should intensify suspicion. Others should complicate 

the moral reading of the characters. Others should distract plausibly while still 

producing worthwhile scenes. Red herring is too crude a term for the best of these. A 

dramatically useful diversion does not merely waste time. It reveals something true 

and costly even if it does not solve the murder. 

This is why one of the most elegant design choices in salon LARP is the inclusion of 

secrets that are not evidentiary but are still dangerous. An affair may have nothing to 

do with the death and yet become central because its revelation changes who trusts 

whom, who dares accuse, and who can morally posture in public. A secret illness, a 

falsified credential, an illegitimate child, a hidden debt, or a political compromise 

may all be extraneous to the culprit question while remaining crucial to the 

emotional and social action. Such secrets enrich the play because they ensure that 

information is not valuable only as a route to the killer. It is also valuable as a route 

to the living structure of the group. 

An associated distinction exists between secrets that are stable and secrets that are 

volatile. A stable secret is one whose significance remains largely constant once 

known. A volatile secret changes value according to context. Consider a letter 

proving embezzlement. Early in the game, it may function as blackmail material. 

Midgame, once inheritance is questioned, it may become evidence of motive. Late in 

the game, after another character confesses complicity, it may transform into proof 

of sacrifice or corruption at a larger scale. Volatile secrets are especially useful 

because they allow information to travel without becoming exhausted. Players can 

return to the same fact under altered circumstances and discover that it now means 

something else. That capacity for reinterpretation is one reason good interactive 

drama feels layered instead of merely busy. 

Private briefs can support this volatility by ensuring that characters do not all 

understand the same information in the same conceptual frame. One character may 

see the victim’s financial trouble as personal tragedy, another as moral weakness, 

another as leverage, and another as proof of a conspiracy. None of these readings is 

purely objective. Each is filtered through biography and motive. When the players 

bring those readings into contact, the game acquires argumentative texture. The 

room is no longer merely piecing together a puzzle; it is contesting what facts mean. 
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That contest is vital because social drama is rarely a dispute over raw information 

alone. It is a dispute over interpretation, legitimacy, and who has the authority to 

define reality in public. 

This leads to a further point about the design of character perspective. In many weak 

scenarios, characters know facts but lack viewpoints. They can report, but they do 

not have a strong lens through which to read what they report. As a result, 

conversations become flat exchanges of data. Better design gives players interpretive 

posture. One character may be inclined toward suspicion because they have long 

expected betrayal. Another may be romantic, eager to protect the possibility of 

innocence in someone they love. Another may be cynical, reading every revelation 

as strategic. Another may be bound by class deference and therefore reluctant to 

accuse the powerful even when evidence accumulates. These perspectives do not 

override fact, but they influence when and how facts are used. In that sense, 

viewpoint is itself a kind of information design. 

The distinction between player knowledge and character knowledge adds another 

layer of complexity. Some salon LARPs prefer a high degree of overlap: the player 

knows what the character knows and little more. Others permit the player to 

understand genre conventions, structural cues, or aspects of the backstory that the 

character would not consciously frame in the same way. Neither approach is 

inherently superior, but each produces different dramaturgical results. When player 

and character knowledge are tightly aligned, discovery can feel immediate and 

embodied. When there is some productive gap, players can shape performance 

through irony, restraint, or dramatic patience. A player may know that their 

character’s assumption is likely wrong and yet choose to inhabit that wrongness 

fully because the scene will benefit. Such design requires trust in the participants, 

but it can yield exquisite tension. 

The same applies to meta information communicated before or during play. 

Facilitators sometimes indicate tone, genre expectation, or design emphasis through 

pregame remarks. These signals influence how players use the information they 

receive. If participants are told the game values emotional truth and social 

consequence over strict competitive victory, they may treat secrets less as 

collectibles and more as dramatic tools. If they are told the mystery is rigorously fair 

and the goal is to solve it, they may optimize for evidence management. Neither 

frame is illegitimate, but each generates a different economy of attention. 
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Information control therefore begins not when the first clue is revealed, but when the 

event teaches its participants how to value knowledge. 

Spatial design also interacts profoundly with information. A salon LARP does not 

take place in abstract narrative space. It happens in rooms, hallways, corners, 

stairwells, balconies, gardens, and doorways. These locations matter because 

information is embodied and situated. A secret shared in a crowded drawing room 

has one meaning. Whispered in a corridor, it has another. Overheard at the threshold, 

another still. Spatial design can amplify or dampen information flow. A venue with 

many semi private nooks encourages discreet bargaining, overheard fragments, and 

shifting clusters. A venue with only one large room emphasizes public performance 

and rapid dissemination. Neither is inherently better, but each changes the 

dramaturgical possibilities of secrecy. 

Designers who understand this will sometimes place information bearing objects or 

scene prompts in particular locations to guide circulation. A locked desk in the 

study, a telephone in the hall, a letter in the conservatory, a portrait concealing a 

compartment, a servant entrance useful for eavesdropping: these are not only 

atmospheric touches. They shape who can access information and under what social 

conditions. They also create physical journeys that can themselves become 

suspicious. The player who repeatedly disappears upstairs may attract attention even 

before anyone knows why. Movement becomes readable because knowledge is 

spatially mediated. 

Physical objects deserve separate consideration because props can either enrich or 

impoverish information design. A prop is useful when it makes information tactile, 

memorable, or theatrically deployable. A burned note, signet ring, stained glove, 

doctored ledger, or sealed envelope can focus attention and give revelation material 

presence. Yet props can also become traps if they encourage an overreliance on 

object hunting at the expense of social play. The goal is not to transform the salon 

into an escape room with better tailoring. Props should work best when they return 

information to human consequence. The found key matters because of what it opens 

socially, not merely physically. 

A related design choice concerns whether information is primarily discoverable 

through conversation, deduction from behavior, formal clues, or facilitator events. 

Most scenarios mix these channels, but the proportions matter. Conversation 

centered discovery emphasizes social agency. Behavioral deduction rewards close 

observation and performance. Formal clues emphasize interpretive reconstruction. 
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Facilitator events can jolt the room and prevent stagnation. Problems arise when one 

channel overwhelms the rest. If everything important comes from envelopes, players 

may stop investing in conversation. If everything depends on reading improvised 

behavior perfectly, the game may privilege theatrical confidence over accessibility. 

Channel balance is therefore another part of information architecture. 

The ethics of accessibility also enter here. A design that hides essential information 

exclusively in tiny handwriting, subtle physical acting, or rapid verbal exchange may 

unintentionally exclude participants with different perceptual styles or language 

comfort. Information control should create tension, not arbitrary disadvantage. This 

does not mean all channels must suit everyone equally, but it does mean designers 

should think carefully about how crucial facts can be engaged by different players. 

Redundancy, multiple formats, and varied paths of discovery can preserve both 

tension and access. A scenario built on asymmetry need not also be built on 

exclusion. 

Another area worth close attention is the relationship between secrecy and trust. In 

ordinary social life, secrecy and trust often stand in tension; one trusts those who 

disclose and doubts those who conceal. In salon LARP, the relationship is more 

intricate. A player may trust another precisely because they share a secret. Two 

characters may become intimate through mutual concealment. A revelation may 

destroy trust, but it may also create it if disclosure is offered as vulnerability rather 

than weapon. This means that information control helps generate not only suspicion 

but also solidarity. Shared secrets can create temporary enclaves of alliance inside 

the broader room. Those enclaves are dramatically precious because they offer both 

refuge and future fracture points. 

The temporality of trust deserves emphasis. Early shared information often creates 

fast intimacy, especially in a charged mystery environment where certainty is scarce. 

Two players who discover they each know a piece of the same story may bond 

quickly. Yet because the environment rewards strategic adaptation, that bond 

remains unstable. The same shared secret that produced intimacy can later become 

evidence of collusion or grounds for betrayal. Thus information design can create 

emotional acceleration. Relationships in interactive drama often move faster than in 

life because secrets shorten the path between strangers and then make that path 

perilous. 

One can see this in scenes of confession. Confession is one of the most theatrically 

potent disclosure forms because it can function simultaneously as surrender, 
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manipulation, self defense, seduction, moral cleansing, and strategic gambit. A 

character who confesses may be trying to regain control of a narrative before 

exposure. They may be seeking absolution. They may be trading truth for loyalty. 

They may be trying to appear honest about one thing in order to conceal another. 

The value of confession in salon LARP comes precisely from the fact that it is not 

transparent. Information arrives wrapped in motive. Good design leaves space for 

that ambiguity. The confession should not merely transmit content. It should 

reconfigure relationship. 

Public accusation functions differently but is equally dependent on information 

control. To accuse someone in a room full of players is not just to propose a theory. 

It is to attempt a redistribution of belief. The accuser seeks to alter the room’s 

collective informational state, often by linking fact, interpretation, and performance. 

A weak accusation is only evidentiary. A strong accusation is evidentiary, social, 

and theatrical at once. It says not merely “you did this,” but “the room should now 

read you differently.” Successful accusation scenes therefore depend on 

groundwork. The accused must have accumulated enough suspicious pressure, the 

accuser enough credibility or passion, and the audience enough uncertainty that the 

moment can land. 

This helps explain why socially central characters are not always those with the most 

information. Sometimes a character with modest knowledge but high status has 

greater impact because they can shape how information is received. A hostess, 

judge, matriarch, beloved heir, or trusted doctor may function as an interpretive 

authority. If such a figure speaks, the room recalibrates. Designers can use this 

strategically by giving socially central players not necessarily the deepest secrets, 

but the power to validate, deflect, or magnify secrets that others introduce. In this 

way, information control and status design work together. 

Status itself can also be a veil. High status characters may be granted presumptive 

innocence, making it harder for information against them to circulate credibly. Low 

status characters may be disbelieved even when correct, or pressured to reveal more 

than others. Such asymmetries mirror social realities and can generate sharp drama 

when handled thoughtfully. They also remind us that information is never socially 

neutral. The same fact can carry different weight depending on who speaks it. A 

servant’s testimony, a daughter’s suspicion, a magistrate’s claim, and a widow’s 

denial do not land identically in the same room. Authority filters information. 
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Because of this, the management of evidence and testimony can become an elegant 

design arena. A scenario may include facts that are objective in principle but socially 

fragile in practice. A hidden ledger is objective, but its interpretation may be 

contested. A witness account may be sincere yet mistaken. A physician’s report may 

be accurate but politically inconvenient. Designers can build rich tension by 

ensuring that information differs in credibility, not just content. Players then 

negotiate not only what is true, but what can be made publicly real. This is a deeper 

and more interesting form of mystery than mere fact retrieval. 

False information, when used carefully, strengthens this system. Deliberate 

misinformation can be dangerous if it leaves players feeling cheated, but it is also 

indispensable to social drama. Characters lie. Witnesses misremember. Assumptions 

harden into conviction. Rumors spread because they answer emotional needs. The 

key is that false information should be playable and traceable, not random sabotage. 

Players should be able to understand later why they believed what they did. A lie 

that works because it fits desire, fear, or prior suspicion is satisfying even after 

exposure. A lie that works only because the designer arbitrarily deprived players of 

context feels cheap. 

This requirement of psychological plausibility is one reason motive and information 

must be designed together. Facts move most powerfully through a room when they 

attach to what characters already want, dread, or expect. A rumor that the victim 

planned to change the will will spread rapidly if several players are already anxious 

about inheritance. A suggestion of infidelity will ignite if a marriage is visibly 

strained. A forged medical report matters more if someone has been campaigning 

loudly for moral purity. Information catches fire where there is dry emotional 

timber. The designer’s job is not only to place sparks, but to build combustible 

relations. 

Pacing can be enriched further by allowing some information to cool rather than 

always intensify. Not every revelation should escalate linearly. Sometimes a 

disclosure resolves one tension only to create an uneasy lull in which new 

alignments form. Sometimes a rumor proves false, producing temporary relief that 

makes the next shock stronger. Sometimes a secret shared in private delays public 

conflict, creating suspense through postponement rather than explosion. Rhythm 

requires variation. Constant crescendo is exhausting and surprisingly flattening. A 

room that never breathes cannot build toward a satisfying climax. 
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Debrief considerations, though often discussed separately from play, also illuminate 

the function of information control. What players talk about afterward reveals what 

kind of information design mattered. They rarely spend all their time admiring the 

hidden chronology of the poison. More often they discuss who knew what, when 

someone should have confessed, why they trusted the wrong person, whether a lie 

was justified, how a secret changed hands, or what a revelation made them realize 

too late. Postgame conversation is, in effect, retrospective analysis of informational 

dynamics. Participants reconstruct the room’s asymmetries and discover where their 

own perspective sat within them. A scenario that produces rich debrief usually had 

rich knowledge circulation. 

This postgame reconstruction also shows why full transparency after the event can 

be satisfying rather than diminishing. During play, asymmetry generates action. 

After play, understanding the larger pattern often generates appreciation. Players 

enjoy discovering how their limited viewpoint interacted with others, how one 

withheld fact altered three separate scenes, how a rumor they dismissed transformed 

another character’s choices. The complete picture becomes meaningful because it 

reveals design. It shows that the improvisation they experienced was neither random 

nor wholly predetermined, but structured through elegant informational imbalance. 

All of this suggests that the salon LARP murder mystery is one of the clearest 

examples of dramaturgy as systems design. Its artistry lies not only in prose, 

character, or atmosphere, but in the orchestration of knowability. The designer 

decides which truths are private, which are contestable, which are explosive, which 

are misread, which arrive late, which can be weaponized, which demand courage to 

disclose, and which may remain unresolved yet still meaningful. This is not merely 

technical labor. It is aesthetic labor. The pattern of knowledge distribution shapes 

tone, rhythm, ethical pressure, and thematic depth. 

When the design is weak, the consequences are visible. The room stalls because no 

one has enough to act on. Or it flattens because everyone receives the same 

information too quickly. Or it grows noisy because secrets multiply without 

consequence. Or it turns brittle because one missing clue prevents all further motion. 

Or it feels manipulative because the final answer depends on information no 

participant could reasonably have accessed. These are all failures of information 

architecture before they are failures of performance. The players can only animate 

what the structure makes playable. 
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When the design is strong, however, the event seems to exceed its paper plan. 

Participants report that the drama “wrote itself,” that characters “found” each other, 

that revelations came at exactly the wrong moment in the most delicious way. Such 

language is testimony to successful structure, not evidence of its absence. The room 

feels alive because information is moving through it with pressure, resistance, and 

consequence. Improvisation becomes dramatic because it is constrained by 

asymmetrical knowledge and opened by strategic uncertainty. 

The most elegant summary, then, is that secrets, lies, and structured improvisation 

are not separate topics but one integrated mechanism. Secrets establish asymmetry. 

Lies operationalize asymmetry through performance. Structured improvisation gives 

asymmetry social form in real time. Together they produce the conditions under 

which interactive drama can be tense, memorable, and thematically rich. A murder 

mystery salon LARP does not succeed because it has a hidden truth somewhere in 

the back of the binder. It succeeds because that truth is broken, delayed, misread, 

protected, traded, confessed, denied, and finally made to matter in human terms. 

The drama lives in the gap. It lives between certainty and suspicion, between self 

knowledge and public knowledge, between what a player wants to say and what the 

room can bear to hear. Information control is the craft of shaping that gap so that 

every conversation is potentially charged and every silence potentially meaningful. 

In the best designs, the truth is never merely hidden. It is alive, moving through the 

scenario like current through wire, waiting for the moment when one person touches 

it and the whole room lights up. 

A final design insight follows from this emphasis on movement rather than storage. 

Many beginning writers imagine information as something placed inside characters, 

as though each brief were a container into which secrets are poured. More advanced 

design treats characters not only as containers but as valves, filters, and catalysts. 

What matters is not merely that a player possesses information, but what kind of 

person must carry it. A vain character will handle a compromising truth differently 

from a dutiful one. A lonely character will trade knowledge for intimacy. An 

ambitious character will convert it into leverage. A frightened character may bury it 

until pressure makes silence impossible. In other words, information design and 

characterization are inseparable because people are the mechanisms through which 

facts acquire dramatic force. 

This is particularly evident in scenarios that allow players to change their 

relationship to truth over the course of play. A character who begins as a guardian of 
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secrecy may become a confessor. A confident manipulator may become a desperate 

denier. A peripheral observer may become central once they recognize the meaning 

of something they had not understood. These trajectories are compelling because 

they show information not as static possession but as burden, temptation, and 

transformation. The same secret can feel like power in one scene, shame in the next, 

and liberation in the final act. Such transitions are some of the richest rewards the 

form can offer. 

They also explain why salon LARP murder mysteries often feel more emotionally 

resonant than rigidly fair puzzle games, even when their factual structure is no less 

careful. Fairness in a puzzle usually means that the solution was in principle 

available. Fairness in interactive drama means something broader: that players were 

given enough meaningful material to act, enough asymmetry to generate pressure, 

and enough consequence that their actions mattered. One can lose the race to 

identify the killer and still have had profound agency if one’s decisions altered 

relationships, exposed lies, protected someone at cost, or changed the room’s moral 

temperature. This broader fairness respects the medium’s actual strengths. 

The same principle can be applied to endings. The most satisfying conclusions do 

not simply reveal where all the hidden pieces belonged. They reveal how those 

pieces changed the people handling them. A final explanation may clarify the 

murder, but the deeper payoff comes when players recognize the pattern of secrecy 

that shaped the evening: why one person lied, why another remained silent, why a 

shared secret became a bond, why a misread clue produced a tragedy of trust, why a 

late confession mattered more than a technically perfect deduction. Endings of this 

kind do not close the game down to a single answer so much as illuminate the design 

of its tensions. 

Seen this way, information control is not an accessory to interactive drama but one 

of its most refined expressive languages. It determines tempo without reducing the 

experience to mechanics, shapes emotion without scripting every line, and creates 

freedom not by removing limits but by distributing them unevenly. The salon LARP 

murder mystery becomes artful when it treats knowledge as social energy. Then 

every brief, rumor, silence, and revelation can become part of a larger composition 

in which the truth does not merely emerge. It circulates, wounds, tempts, misleads, 

and finally discloses the people around it. 

That is why the best scenarios are remembered less as mechanisms than as evenings 

when knowledge changed hands with cruelty and timing. Someone spoke too soon. 



 

Secrets, Lies, and Improvisation 

 

 

43 

Someone withheld too long. Someone guessed for the wrong reasons. Someone told 

the truth and made everything worse. Those moments linger because they reveal the 

subject of the form: not murder alone, but the choreography of knowing among 

people to perform as certainty fractures. 

  Mireya Quill 

Mireya Quill, studies improvisation, performance systems, and the management of 

knowledge in participatory narrative. Her research focuses on how secrecy, timing, and 

unequal information generate dramatic tension without collapsing player agency. Outside 

academic life, she is fond of puzzle boxes, fountain pens, and urban walking tours, and she 

has a habit of diagramming conversations on napkins after parties. 
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  Authorship and Agency: Who Controls 

the Story in an Interactive Murder 

Mystery? 

  Brian David Phillips 

 

  Abstract 

Murder mystery salon LARPs occupy an unusual position in the landscape of interactive 

narrative: tightly authored yet premised on player freedom, epistemologically fixed yet 

performatively open. This essay examines the formal tension between pre-authored structure 

and player agency as the form’s central artistic problem, tracing it through four interlocking 

angles: the fixed culprit as epistemological architecture, character packets as hybrid 

performative documents, modular clue systems as designed probability, and the 

phenomenology of freedom within constraint. Drawing on game studies, performance theory, 

and narrative scholarship, the essay proposes a model of layered authorship in which 

designer, facilitator, players, and the scenario’s structural logic each contribute to the evening 

as authors of distinct registers. Rather than a problem to be solved, this distributed authorship 

is the form’s defining aesthetic condition — the source of its irreproducibility, its social 

richness, and its most genuinely alive moments. 

Keywords: interactive authorship, murder mystery LARP, player agency, procedural 

narrative, distributed authorship, live-action role-playing design 

 

“You are free to investigate in any way you choose. The solution is sealed in the 

envelope on the mantelpiece.” — Standard instruction from a commercial murder 

mystery kit, c. 2019 

I. Introduction: The Paradox of the Playable Story 

Picture a drawing room in the hour before dinner. Eight people stand in small, 

uneasy clusters, each holding a sealed envelope. The host — nervous, over-prepared 
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— announces that one of the assembled guests is a murderer. A body has been found 

in the library. The victim was wealthy, disagreeable, and surrounded by people who 

wished him harm. Everyone is free to investigate, question, accuse, and deduce. The 

evening belongs to them. 

What the host does not say, because it would puncture the magic of the premise, is 

that the murderer’s name was typed into a document several months ago by someone 

who is not in the room. The clues were arranged before anyone arrived. The solution 

exists independently of whatever happens in the next three hours. The killer has been 

guilty since before the evening began. 

This is the central paradox of the murder mystery salon LARP — the live-action 

role-playing scenario staged in a domestic or semi-domestic setting, in which 

participants play characters connected to a fictional crime. It is simultaneously a 

game of genuine investigation and a performance of a pre-authored story. It 

promises freedom while delivering structure. It invites players to discover a truth 

that was determined before they ever walked through the door. The tension between 

these two modes — the authored and the enacted, the fixed and the emergent — is 

not a logistical inconvenience to be minimised by better design. It is the form’s 

central artistic problem, and it repays sustained critical attention. 

The formal challenge of interactive murder mystery design lies in balancing pre-

authored structure with player agency so that the scenario feels both dramatically 

coherent and genuinely alive. This is not merely a question of game mechanics — of 

whether clues are well-distributed or character packets are clearly written. It is an 

aesthetic and philosophical question about what kind of authorship is even possible 

when the text is performed by people who can improvise, defect, surprise, and 

transform the material they have been given. A murder mystery LARP is not a novel 

pretending to be a game, nor a game pretending to be a novel. It is a third thing, with 

its own logic, its own pleasures, and its own constitutive tensions that neither 

category fully captures. 

This essay takes the murder mystery LARP seriously as an artistic form and 

examines its central paradox through four interlocking angles. The first concerns the 

fixed culprit: why scenarios lock guilt to a single character in advance, what happens 

when they do not, and what the fixed culprit reveals about the relationship between 

authored certainty and enacted uncertainty. The second concerns character packets 

— the documents each player receives before play begins — and their peculiar status 

as partial scripts: neither roles nor instructions nor life histories, but something 
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genuinely hybrid, which encodes constraint and freedom in equal measure. The third 

concerns clue systems: the modular architectures of evidence that must survive the 

chaos of non-linear, multi-player investigation while remaining subtle enough to 

sustain dramatic tension. The fourth, and most philosophically ambitious, concerns 

authorship itself: if we ask who really wrote the evening — the evening that actually 

happened, with its unexpected alliances, its premature confessions, its missed clues 

and its moments of genuine collaborative discovery — the answer turns out to be 

irreducibly distributed, and more interesting for being so. 

Across these four movements, a consistent argument emerges. The murder mystery 

LARP is best understood not as a flawed approximation of some purer form of 

storytelling, but as a collaborative text in which designer, facilitator, players, and the 

scenario’s own structural logic all participate as authors of different registers. No 

single agent controls the evening; each constrains and enables the others. The 

evening that results belongs to all of them and to none of them entirely. 

II. The Fixed Culprit and Its Discontents 

The Whodunit’s Structural Inheritance 

The murder mystery LARP inherits its deep structure from the detective novel, and 

this inheritance is more consequential than it might first appear. The whodunit is one 

of the very few literary genres organised, as Roger Caillois observed in Man, Play 

and Games, around a correct answer. Unlike the tragedy, which earns its 

inevitability through the progressive disclosure of character, or the romance, which 

earns its resolution through the overcoming of obstacles, the detective story is built 

on an epistemological puzzle: something happened, and the reader does not know 

what. The entire forward movement of the narrative is powered by this uncertainty, 

which the story’s structure is designed, eventually, to resolve. The pleasure of the 

genre is the pleasure of reconstruction — moving backward from consequence to 

cause, from the body in the library to the hand that placed it there. 

This architecture creates what might be called a doubled timeline. The detective 

story always tells two stories simultaneously: the story of the investigation, which 

moves forward through time as the detective gathers evidence, and the story of the 

crime, which is fixed in the past and must be progressively reconstructed. In Agatha 

Christie, in John Dickson Carr, in the golden-age detective novel at its most formally 

pure, the author controls both timelines entirely. The investigation proceeds at the 
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author’s pace, in the directions the author chooses, revealing only what the author 

decides to reveal at each moment. The reader occupies the detective’s position — 

moving through an investigation that has been designed — but exerts no control over 

it. 

When this structure is transposed into a LARP format, something fundamental shifts. 

The designer still controls the story of the crime — the past event, its participants, its 

evidence, its solution. But the story of the investigation is now ceded, at least in 

principle, to the players. The forward movement of the scenario is no longer in the 

designer’s hands. Players decide where to look, whom to question, what to believe, 

when to accuse. The designer has authored the past; the players must author the 

present. And it is precisely at this junction — between the authored past and the 

enacted present — that the form’s central tension lives. 

Why the Fixed Culprit Exists 

It is worth examining why murder mystery designers almost universally choose to 

fix the culprit’s identity in advance, because this choice is not inevitable — it is a 

design decision with specific aesthetic and practical rationale, and understanding that 

rationale clarifies what the form is actually trying to achieve. 

The most immediate reason is narrative coherence. A murder mystery scenario is, at 

its core, an argument: a set of propositions about what happened, arranged so that 

they can be assembled into a conclusive explanation. For this argument to work — 

for the clues to point somewhere real, for the investigation to have a destination — 

the culprit must be determined before the clues are written. A scenario without a 

fixed culprit cannot plant specific evidence against a specific person, because there 

is no specific person to plant it against. The clues would have to be written to fit 

anyone, which means they would fit no one convincingly. The whodunit’s central 

pleasure — the moment of revelation, when scattered evidence coheres into a story 

that feels, retrospectively, inevitable — depends entirely on the fact that the answer 

existed before the question was asked. 

The second reason is character packet integrity. In a murder mystery LARP, every 

character has a private packet of information: their backstory, their secrets, their 

relationship to the victim and to the other guests. The killer’s packet is unique in that 

it must contain the truth that all other packets must conceal. If the killer’s identity is 

not fixed in advance, the designer cannot write the killer’s packet — they do not yet 

know whose packet needs to carry the burden of guilt. More subtly, the innocent 
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characters’ packets must all contain alternative explanations for suspicious 

behaviour: a secret that explains why a character was seen near the library, a grudge 

that explains why they hated the victim, an alibi with a plausible gap. These 

alternative explanations can only be calibrated once the real explanation is known. 

The entire architecture of misdirection — which is to say, the scenario’s most 

sophisticated writing — presupposes a fixed culprit. 

The third reason is psychological and social. There is an implicit contract in the 

murder mystery format, a set of expectations that players bring to the table. Someone 

is guilty. That guilt is discoverable. The evening’s activity is oriented toward 

discovery. This contract is what gives the form its distinctive social energy: the 

heightened attention, the careful listening, the sense that every conversation might be 

relevant. If guilt were genuinely undetermined — if the evening might end without 

any ground truth, with guilt assigned by vote or consensus rather than prior 

authorship — the social contract would be subtly but seriously altered. Players 

would be engaged in a different activity, one closer to social deduction games like 

Mafia or Among Us, in which the “killer” is assigned by the structure of the game 

itself and discovery is performative rather than epistemic. This is a perfectly valid 

form of play, but it is a different form, with different pleasures and different 

demands. 

The Emergent Outcome Problem 

And yet: what actually happens in the room is rarely what the designer intended. 

This is not a failure of design — it is a structural feature of the form, and one of its 

most interesting properties. Murder mystery LARPs routinely produce outcomes that 

diverge significantly from the scenario’s authored resolution. The culprit is accused 

before they have committed to a denial. The group convicts an innocent character on 

the strength of circumstantial evidence and collective social dynamics. A player 

forgets a critical piece of their packet and leaves a clue permanently undisclosed. 

The designated detective proves listless while a background character becomes 

unexpectedly obsessed with the investigation and effectively runs it. The killer 

confesses at the first opportunity, not because the design intended an early 

confession, but because the player finds deception socially uncomfortable. 

These divergences might be called instances of ludic drift: moments at which the 

enacted scenario pulls away from the authored one, when the story being performed 

in the room is no longer quite the story the designer wrote. The concept captures 
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something important about what live-action role-playing actually is, as distinct from 

what it is supposed to be. A novel can be read identically every time; a film can be 

projected identically every time. A LARP scenario cannot be performed identically 

even twice, because its performers are human beings who bring social histories, 

improvisational instincts, and unpredictable chemistry to every session. Drift is not a 

bug. It is the condition of the form. 

The interesting design question, then, is not how to prevent drift — this is both 

impossible and undesirable — but how to design for it productively. What degree of 

drift produces an evening that participants experience as vivid, surprising, and 

satisfying? What degree of drift produces an evening that feels like chaos, or worse, 

like a disappointing waste of everyone’s preparation? The fixed culprit is, among 

other things, a mechanism for managing drift: by establishing an authoritative 

ground truth, it gives the evening a destination even when the path to that destination 

becomes irregular. 

Designing for Drift: Fixed, Floating, and Emergent Culprit Systems 

The spectrum of culprit-assignment approaches in murder mystery design is wider 

than the dominant fixed-culprit paradigm might suggest, and surveying the full range 

illuminates what the fixed culprit is actually providing, by contrast with what it is 

withholding. 

The fully fixed culprit — the standard model of commercial kit design, from the 

boxed parlour games of the 1980s through to contemporary dinner-party scenarios 

— assigns guilt to a specific character before the scenario is written, and builds all 

subsequent design choices around that assignment. The culprit’s packet contains the 

truth; all other packets contain plausible alternatives and red herrings; the clue 

distribution is calibrated to make guilt provable but not immediately obvious. At the 

scenario’s end, a solution document is read aloud — often dramatically, sometimes 

in the voice of the fictional detective — and the correct answer is revealed. Player 

agency in this system operates entirely within the investigation phase. The ending is 

known in advance; only the path to it is uncertain. 

The floating culprit system, used in some bespoke and enthusiast-written scenarios, 

defers the assignment of guilt until a mid-game trigger point. The designer 

establishes several possible culprits, writes packets that could sustain guilt for any of 

them, and assigns final guilt based on how the early stages of play unfold — which 

characters have been most suspicious, which secrets have already been disclosed, 
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which alliances have formed. This system demands more from the facilitator, who 

must track the scenario’s state carefully and make the assignment at the right 

moment, and it creates significant complications for clue consistency. If guilt is 

assigned at the midpoint to Character A rather than Character B, do all the clues still 

point convincingly to Character A? They may, if the designer has been sufficiently 

careful about writing evidence that is ambiguous among candidates. But the risk of 

retroactive incoherence is real, and most floating-culprit designs require facilitator 

intervention to smooth over inconsistencies. 

The fully emergent guilt model — in which no designer-assigned culprit exists, and 

guilt is assigned purely by group verdict — is perhaps best understood as a related 

but genuinely distinct genre. The pleasures it offers are social rather than 

epistemological: the question becomes not “who actually did it?” but “whom can we 

collectively convince ourselves to blame?” This transforms the investigation into 

something more theatrical and less detective-novelistic. It is a legitimate form with 

its own merits, but it represents a break from the whodunit tradition rather than a 

development within it. 

The fixed culprit, despite or because of its apparent rigidity, remains the most 

artistically productive case precisely because it creates a genuine, verifiable tension 

between what the author knows and what the players can discover. The culprit’s 

guilt exists independently of any player’s belief. It can be reached or missed. It can 

be established by brilliant deduction or stumbled upon by accident. The gap between 

the authored truth and the players’ constructed truth is where the form’s most 

interesting drama lives. 

III. Character Packets as Partial Scripts 

The Character Packet as a Genre 

The character packet — the document each player receives at the start of a murder 

mystery LARP — is one of the most under-theorised objects in game studies, and its 

peculiarity as a genre of writing repays careful attention. It is not a character sheet in 

the wargaming or tabletop RPG sense: it does not enumerate statistics, abilities, or 

rules-mechanical properties. It is not a script in the theatrical sense: it does not 

supply dialogue, though it may suggest things the character might say. It is not a 

player handbook: it does not explain the rules of the scenario or describe how 

evidence should be evaluated. And it is not a biography in the literary sense: it is not 
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written for a reader who will observe the character from outside, but for a performer 

who will inhabit the character from within. 

What the character packet actually is, is something genuinely new: a performative 

document that simultaneously constitutes a character and instructs the person who 

will embody them. It is closest, perhaps, to the kind of actor’s note that might be 

supplied in the devised theatre tradition — a set of given circumstances, prior 

relationships, and emotional history from which the performer must extrapolate all 

their choices in the room. But the LARP packet is denser and more prescriptive than 

most actor’s notes, and it is given to performers who are not actors, who have not 

rehearsed, and who will be performing simultaneously alongside seven or eight 

others who have received similarly complex documents. 

Situating the character packet within the broader field of performative documents 

reveals the structural ambition of its design. It is a hybrid object that contains the 

history of someone who has never existed, instructions for a performance that has 

never been rehearsed, and secrets whose disclosure must be timed and calibrated to 

the unfolding of an evening whose precise course cannot be predicted. The character 

packet asks a great deal of the person who receives it. It asks them to believe, for a 

few hours, in someone they were not. 

What the Packet Controls 

A close reading of a representative character packet reveals the layers of authorial 

control embedded in the document. These layers are not all of the same kind or the 

same strength, and distinguishing between them is essential for understanding what 

the packet is actually doing. 

The first layer is hard constraint: facts the player must not contradict under any 

circumstances. These typically include the character’s name, their relationship to the 

victim, their confirmed whereabouts at the time of the murder, and their possession 

of or access to specific objects. Hard constraints are the scenario’s structural load-

bearing elements. If a character is alibi-confirmed in the library at the time of the 

murder, their player cannot decide on a whim that the character was actually in the 

garden. That decision would invalidate a clue in another player’s packet, destabilise 

the scenario’s internal logic, and potentially destroy the investigation’s path to any 

coherent resolution. Hard constraints are where the designer’s authority is most 

absolute and most visible. 
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The second layer is soft constraint: attitudes, backstories, and motivations the player 

is encouraged to maintain but can modulate in performance. A character might be 

described as suspicious of the victim’s new will, or romantically entangled with 

another guest, or professionally jealous of the deceased. These are suggestions rather 

than mandates. A player who chooses to play their character’s jealousy as a kind of 

sad admiration rather than bitter resentment has not broken the scenario; they have 

made an interpretive choice within the range of possibilities the packet opens. Soft 

constraints define the character’s emotional territory without dictating how it is 

traversed. 

The third layer is active instruction: moments when the packet tells the player to do 

something specific. These are perhaps the packet’s most theatrically interesting 

element, because they are the points at which the designer’s hand reaches most 

directly into the performance. A character might be instructed to become visibly 

distressed if the victim’s diary is mentioned; to pass a specific note to a specific 

character at a specific time; to request a private conversation with another player and 

reveal a particular secret when asked directly about the evening of the murder. These 

instructions are, in the strictest sense, stage directions: they prescribe behaviour at 

designated moments, inserting authored beats into an otherwise improvised 

performance. A well-designed scenario spaces these instructions carefully, so that 

they create momentum without making the player feel mechanically puppeteered. 

The fourth and perhaps most analytically interesting layer is withheld information. 

The character packet is defined as much by what it deliberately does not contain as 

by what it does. The killer’s packet does not describe the mechanics of the murder. 

All packets omit the content of other characters’ secrets. Players are given enough 

information to play their own character convincingly, but not enough to understand 

the scenario’s full picture. This structural incompleteness is not an oversight — it is 

the primary mechanism by which the investigation is sustained. If every player knew 

everything, there would be nothing to investigate. The packet’s silences are as 

carefully authored as its explicit content. 

The Authorship Problem of Character Packets 

The distribution of a character packet initiates a collaboration between designer and 

player that has no precise analogue in any other creative form. The designer has 

written a history, a set of relationships, a cluster of secrets, and a collection of 

instructions. The player must now perform a character who has this history, 
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maintains these relationships, carries these secrets, and at appropriate moments 

delivers these instructions — while generating all their own dialogue, managing 

their own emotional temperature, and responding in real time to whatever other 

players do and say. 

In performance studies, Richard Schechner’s concept of restored behaviour is useful 

here: behaviour that is performed as if prior to the moment of performance, drawn 

from a repertoire of pre-existing material. The character packet encodes restored 

behaviour in a very specific sense. It provides a history of actions that the character 

has already “taken” before the evening begins — the argument with the victim three 

weeks ago, the affair that began at the summer house, the discovery of the forged 

letter. The player’s task is to animate this prior history convincingly in the present 

tense: to perform, through improvised dialogue and behaviour, a person for whom 

these prior events are already real. 

Erika Fischer-Lichte’s analysis of the transformative power of performance is also 

relevant here, particularly her observation that the performer is simultaneously 

themselves and the character they embody — that there is no moment in a live 

performance when the person entirely disappears into the role. In a murder mystery 

LARP, this dual presence is unusually pronounced. Players remain themselves in a 

way that professional actors rarely do: they are aware of their own inexperience, 

self-conscious about their improvisation, negotiating the social dynamics of the 

actual room alongside the fictional dynamics of the scenario. The character packet 

asks them to sustain this dual awareness for three hours while maintaining internal 

consistency. 

The central calibration problem the packet must solve is the tension between 

constraint and freedom. A packet that is too richly specified — that describes the 

character’s every attitude, fills in every period of their history, anticipates every 

possible conversational topic — tends to produce players who feel like poorly 

briefed actors, unsure of their lines. The wealth of information becomes a burden 

rather than a resource; the player spends energy remembering their packet rather 

than responding authentically to what is happening in the room. A packet that is too 

sparse, by contrast, leaves players without sufficient material to generate interesting 

play. Without a complex backstory, a set of pressing secrets, and a range of 

motivations, players have little to talk about and nothing to conceal. The ideal packet 

— and experienced designers will recognise this as genuinely difficult to achieve — 
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gives players enough to feel fully real as characters while leaving enough open for 

genuine improvisation. 

Secrets as Narrative Infrastructure 

The murder mystery LARP runs on secrets. They are its primary narrative currency, 

its social fuel, and its most carefully designed element. Understanding the 

architecture of the secret in this genre is essential for understanding how the form 

creates the experience of investigation. 

The most common form is the layered secret: a piece of information that one 

character possesses, others partially suspect, and the player is instructed to reveal 

only under specific conditions. Layered secrets create the phenomenon of dramatic 

irony in an unusual direction: because different players have been given different 

partial pictures of the same situation, any given conversation may involve players 

who know more about the topic than their characters should, or who know less. A 

player who has been told in their packet that Character B is blackmailing Character 

C will watch Character B carefully throughout the evening, aware of a dynamic that 

Character C’s player may not yet have disclosed. The scenario thus creates a kind of 

distributed audience — each player is simultaneously a performer and a spectator of 

their own drama, watching for the moments when the secrets they hold will become 

legible to others. 

The false secret is a different and equally important category: a piece of information 

that feels significant but is ultimately tangential to the crime. A character who was 

secretly gambling is given a secret worth protecting, a reason to be evasive and 

defensive under questioning — but their gambling has nothing to do with who killed 

the victim. False secrets serve several functions simultaneously. Narratively, they 

create misdirection, making the investigation feel more complex and less inevitable. 

Socially, they give players whose characters are not plot-critical something 

genuinely interesting to do. They create side-dramas — the confrontation over an 

exposed infidelity, the negotiation over a debt — that make the evening feel 

populated with real human stakes rather than merely mechanical clue-exchange. The 

best false secrets are those that feel, to the people carrying them, exactly as 

significant as the true secrets. The player burdened with a false secret about an 

embezzlement scheme has no way of knowing, from inside their character, whether 

this is the key to the whole mystery or a blind alley. This uncertainty is both a source 

of anxiety and a condition for genuine play. 
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The master secret stands apart. It is the secret carried by the killer: the knowledge of 

what actually happened, which the player must conceal throughout the evening and 

which, alone among all the secrets in the scenario, has an objective relationship to 

the scenario’s resolution. The killer’s performance is unique in that it can succeed or 

fail in a way that no other player’s performance can. An innocent character who 

plays their false secret convincingly has performed well; a killer who persuades the 

group of their innocence has done something more specific — they have altered the 

scenario’s epistemic landscape, making a true verdict genuinely harder to reach. And 

unlike every other player, the killer knows the complete story that all the others are 

trying to reconstruct. 

The network of secrets in a murder mystery LARP constitutes something that might 

be called a distributed text: a text that only exists in its full form when all packets are 

read together, which is something no individual player ever does. The author holds 

the only complete version of the story. Every player possesses a fragment. The 

investigation is the process by which those fragments are — partially, imperfectly, 

never completely — assembled into a shared narrative. This distributed structure 

gives the form much of its social richness: conversations are not merely exchanges 

of pleasantries but acts of textual assembly, each disclosure bringing the group 

incrementally closer to (or further from) the complete story. 

The Problem of the Unwilling Actor 

A structural vulnerability that no amount of careful packet-writing can entirely 

eliminate is the problem of the player who cannot or will not perform their role. This 

is not primarily a question of willful defection — players who deliberately sabotage 

the scenario are vanishingly rare. It is more often a question of temperament, 

experience, and the specific social pressures of the form. Murder mystery LARPs are 

typically played in social groups that include people with very different relationships 

to roleplay, improvisation, and performance. For the committed enthusiast who has 

played dozens of scenarios, inhabiting a character is second nature; for the first-timer 

who accepted the invitation as a favour to a friend, the prospect of performing a 

Victorian socialite while simultaneously managing the secrets in their packet may be 

genuinely overwhelming. 

When a player retreats from their character — playing themselves with a slightly 

different name, refusing to volunteer information, deferring every direct question — 

the scenario suffers in ways that are hard to compensate for. A critical clue that lives 
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exclusively in one character’s packet and can only be disclosed through that 

character’s active engagement may simply never enter circulation. An alibi that 

needs to be challenged may go unchallenged because the player is too anxious to lie 

convincingly. A key relationship between two characters may be evacuated of all 

drama because one of the players is sitting at the edge of the room with their packet 

open on their lap. 

Experienced designers mitigate this vulnerability through several strategies. Goal 

structures give every player objectives that are intrinsically motivating — not just 

“help solve the murder” but “recover your stolen letter before anyone reads it,” 

“secure an invitation to the victim’s sister’s estate,” “make sure your secret gambling 

debts are never disclosed.” When players are pursuing concrete goals, they have 

reasons to be active that are independent of their commitment to character. Critical 

information is distributed redundantly, so that the same clue can be disclosed 

through multiple characters or through physical evidence as well as testimony. 

Facilitators are empowered to intervene — to prompt reluctant players, introduce 

conversations that might draw out undisclosed information, or adjust the scenario’s 

pacing if a player is visibly struggling. But no design fully solves this problem. It is 

endemic to the form. The scenario’s dependence on human performance, without 

rehearsal or professional training, is its greatest richness and its greatest structural 

risk. 

IV. Modular Clue Systems and Branching Revelations 

The Clue as Designed Artefact 

In the detective novel, clues are placed by the author and discovered by the 

detective-protagonist on a timeline the author controls entirely. The reader 

encounters each clue when the author decides to reveal it, in the order the author has 

determined, with the framing the author has chosen. The clue’s significance is 

always retrospective: it may seem trivial when first encountered and devastating 

when recalled after the revelation. This control over the clue’s timing and 

contextualisation is one of the whodunit author’s most powerful tools. 

The murder mystery LARP requires a fundamentally different clue architecture, 

because it lacks the single point of discovery. Multiple players are simultaneously 

investigating the same crime from different angles, with different prior knowledge, 

in non-linear fashion across a three-hour event whose precise progression cannot be 
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predicted. A clue that is designed to be discovered at the midpoint of the 

investigation may be found in the first fifteen minutes by an unusually perceptive 

player, or may remain undiscovered until the final reveal. A clue designed for a 

single character to disclose may never be disclosed if that character’s player is 

having an off evening. The architecture of evidence in a LARP scenario must 

therefore be robust enough to survive this variability while remaining subtle enough 

to sustain dramatic tension. 

The concept of a clue ecology is useful here: the system of interrelated evidence 

objects — documents, physical props, testimony, observable behaviours, 

environmental details — that together make the culprit’s guilt provable. A healthy 

clue ecology is one in which no single pathway to guilt is essential, in which the 

convergence of multiple evidence streams creates a picture that is more than the sum 

of its parts, and in which the scenario can sustain the removal of any individual clue 

without the investigation becoming insoluble. Designing a healthy clue ecology is 

one of the most technically demanding aspects of murder mystery scenario writing, 

and it is the area where the gap between published kit design and bespoke scenario 

design is most dramatically visible. 

Types of Clue in the Murder Mystery LARP 

Physical evidence — props that players can find, handle, and exchange — is the 

most dramatically satisfying category of clue, the one that most closely replicates the 

pleasures of the detective novel. A bloodstained handkerchief, a torn fragment of 

letter, a pocket watch stopped at the time of the murder: these objects have a tactile 

presence that written testimony lacks. They can be examined, argued over, traded, 

and withheld. Their physical existence in the space makes the fictional crime feel 

more real. 

But physical evidence is also the most logistically fragile category of clue. Props go 

missing — slipped into pockets and forgotten, dropped behind furniture, claimed by 

one player and never passed to others. In a scenario with significant physical 

evidence, the facilitator must track the location of every prop throughout the 

evening, intervening when a critical object has been sequestered by a single player 

or lost in the chaos of a group search scene. The more elaborate the prop design — 

handwritten letters on aged paper, actual locked boxes with real keys — the higher 

the production value and the higher the logistical burden. Many scenarios that rely 

heavily on physical evidence build redundancy into the prop system, providing both 
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a physical object and a description of that object in a character packet, so that the 

information can circulate even if the prop does not. 

Testimonial evidence is information embedded in character packets that can only be 

“found” by talking to the right character at the right moment. It is the category of 

clue most native to the LARP format — the form of evidence that most fully exploits 

the scenario’s social character. Testimonial evidence can only be activated through 

conversation: a player must ask the right question, or create the conditions of trust 

that prompt a voluntary disclosure. This makes it highly dependent on player 

chemistry and social skill. In groups where conversation flows naturally and 

characters engage readily, testimonial evidence circulates richly and the 

investigation develops a pleasingly organic quality. In groups where players are 

reticent or where social dynamics make certain conversations difficult — where, for 

instance, two players who dislike each other in real life are playing characters who 

should cooperate — testimonial evidence may calcify in packets that never open. 

Documentary evidence occupies a middle ground: written letters, diary entries, 

official documents, business records that can be read by any player who finds them. 

Unlike testimonial evidence, documentary clues do not depend on the performance 

of the character who holds them — the document will say the same thing regardless 

of how convincingly its bearer plays the role. This reliability makes documentary 

evidence the backbone of most well-designed clue ecologies. Critical information — 

the alibi that has a gap, the forged signature, the appointment that was never kept — 

tends to appear in documentary form as a guarantor of discoverability, with 

testimonial versions providing richer context and nuance. 

Environmental evidence, available only in live scenarios with designed physical 

spaces, is the rarest and most theatrically powerful category. Information encoded in 

the space itself — a calendar with a date circled, a stain on the carpet in the wrong 

room, a window that has been recently forced — can be discovered by any player 

alert enough to look, and it has a particular kind of narrative authenticity. The space 

itself becomes a clue. In parlour or online formats, environmental evidence is 

necessarily absent, and this absence is one of the form’s genuine losses when it 

migrates to smaller or virtual settings. 

Redundancy and the Robustness Principle 

The single most important structural principle in murder mystery clue design is one 

that experienced designers understand intuitively but that is rarely articulated in 
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design documentation: critical information must exist in multiple forms. If the only 

evidence of the killer’s motive is a piece of testimony in a single character’s packet, 

and that player has a quiet evening, the scenario’s resolution becomes incoherent. If 

the only evidence placing the killer at the scene is a physical prop, and that prop 

goes missing, the investigation may produce a verdict that cannot be properly 

supported. Redundancy is the designer’s primary defence against the 

unpredictability of human performance. 

In practice, redundancy takes several forms. The same piece of information may 

appear in two different character packets, framed from two different perspectives. A 

letter about the victim’s financial irregularities may be known to the solicitor 

character from professional involvement and to the secretary character from 

inadvertent discovery. If either of these players actively engages with the 

investigation, the information will circulate; both players would have to be passive 

for it to fail entirely. The same information may also appear in both documentary 

and testimonial form — the letter exists as a physical prop and is also summarised in 

a character’s packet — providing two independent pathways to the same conclusion. 

But redundancy has costs, and they are not trivial. Too many pathways to the same 

conclusion, and the investigation loses its texture. Players who have already heard 

that the victim was in financial difficulty from two different characters and found a 

letter confirming it will feel that they are being told something, repeatedly, rather 

than discovering it. The sense of discovery — the specific pleasure of the whodunit 

— depends on some degree of friction. Clues should not fall into players’ hands too 

easily, or the investigation becomes a mere confirmation exercise. The design 

challenge is calibrating redundancy so that critical information is reliably accessible 

without being inescapable. This requires knowing, in advance, how many pathways 

are needed to ensure reliability while how few are needed to preserve the sensation 

of discovery. Most experienced designers arrive at three: two primary pathways for 

critical information, with a third held in reserve as a facilitation option if both 

primaries have failed to activate. 

Branching Revelations and the Modular Scenario 

Some of the most sophisticated murder mystery designs — particularly those written 

by dedicated enthusiasts rather than commercial publishers — incorporate what 

might be called modular clue systems: pools of evidence from which specific clues 

are selected, either randomly or by facilitator choice, at the start of each session. In a 
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modular system, the same scenario can be run multiple times with different clue 

distributions, creating variation in the investigation’s path while keeping the culprit 

and the basic story fixed. Experienced players cannot short-circuit the investigation 

by remembering where the important evidence was last time, because the important 

evidence may not be in the same place this time. 

Modular systems represent a significant increase in design complexity. If any subset 

of the clue pool must be sufficient to prove guilt, then each individual clue must be 

designed more carefully than in a fixed-distribution system. A clue that functions as 

confirmation in one distribution must function as revelation in another. The clue 

ecology must be robust not just for a single configuration but for any configuration 

the module generator might produce. This demands a kind of second-order thinking 

from the designer: not just “does this clue work?” but “does this clue work in every 

possible arrangement it might appear in?” The additional design burden is 

significant, but the payoff — a scenario with genuine replayability, in which even 

experienced players face real uncertainty about what they will find — is worth it for 

designers committed to the form’s long-term vitality. 

The concept of branching revelation represents a further development: scenario 

structures in which the disclosure of one piece of evidence changes what subsequent 

evidence becomes available. If Player A reveals their alibi secret to Player B, Player 

B’s packet instructs them to disclose a further piece of information in response. If 

Character C is confronted directly about the missing key, the confrontation triggers a 

revelation that was unavailable prior to the confrontation. Investigation chains of this 

kind create something qualitatively different from flat information distribution. The 

order and manner of investigation begin to shape not just who knows what, but what 

there is to know. New evidence is generated by the act of investigation itself. 

This structure moves the murder mystery LARP into territory more familiar from 

designed narrative video games — from the Ace Attorney series or the investigative 

sequences in Disco Elysium — in which the act of putting evidence together, of 

making specific connections, unlocks further evidence rather than merely 

accumulating it. The implication is significant: in a branching revelation system, two 

groups running the same scenario may encounter genuinely different story 

configurations, not because the base facts have changed, but because their 

investigative choices have shaped the available information. The scenario is more 

deeply interactive, in the sense that player choices have consequences that extend 

beyond who knows what and affect what the scenario itself contains. 
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Branching revelation systems require more sophisticated design and more attentive 

facilitation than fixed-distribution scenarios. The facilitator must track not just the 

state of each player’s knowledge but the state of the scenario’s available 

information, intervening when a branch has been triggered and ensuring that the 

newly unlocked evidence reaches the relevant players. But the quality of play these 

systems generate is noticeably different: players experience the investigation as 

genuinely exploratory, as a process in which their specific choices matter to the 

shape of the story, rather than as a scavenger hunt through a pre-distributed body of 

evidence. 

The Clue That Cannot Be Found 

There is a philosophically interesting phenomenon that regularly occurs in murder 

mystery LARPs and is almost never discussed in design literature: the authored clue 

that no one discovers. In every substantial scenario, some evidence will go 

unexamined. Players are distracted, conversation redirects attention, a prop falls 

behind a cushion, a character’s player has a timid evening and never volunteers the 

testimony their packet contains. The scenario’s clue ecology contains more than the 

players ever access. The designer wrote an evening that includes information that 

will never be known. 

Umberto Eco’s distinction between the model reader and the empirical reader is 

clarifying here. Eco observed that every text constructs, implicitly, an ideal reader: a 

reader whose competencies, attentiveness, and cooperative instincts the text requires 

in order to be fully realised. The model reader is the reader the text imagines; the 

empirical reader is the person who actually holds the book. The gap between them is 

where most literary misreadings, missed allusions, and lost jokes live. The murder 

mystery LARP has a model player — the curious, methodical investigator who 

pursues every lead, questions every character, examines every available document, 

and synthesises their findings into a coherent picture. The empirical player is 

something different: a person who may spend an hour in a fascinating conversation 

about a dead end, who may form such a strong intuition about the culprit that they 

stop gathering evidence, who may simply be having such a good time socialising 

that the investigation becomes secondary. 

The gap between model and empirical player in a LARP is arguably wider than in 

any other narrative form, because the LARP makes no formal demand on player 

attention that the player cannot choose to ignore. A reader who skips a chapter has 
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still consumed most of the text. A player who spends three hours at the drinks table 

has consumed almost none of the designed scenario. The designer’s most carefully 

crafted revelation — the letter that proves the killer’s presence, the testimony that 

establishes the motive — may be available throughout the evening and never 

reached. This is one of the form’s genuine asymmetries: designers invest enormous 

care in elements that may never be encountered. The authored story is always larger 

than the enacted story, and the excess belongs to a version of the evening that never 

happened. 

V. Creating Inevitability Without Railroading 

The Designer’s Central Problem 

The designer of a murder mystery LARP confronts a problem that has no clean 

solution and no stable equilibrium. They want players to feel that they are making 

free choices — that the investigation’s direction, the alliances formed, the 

accusations made, are genuinely theirs. At the same time, they need the evening to 

cohere: to build toward a satisfying resolution, to distribute information at a pace 

that sustains tension, to prevent the scenario from dissolving into social dinner-party 

conversation with occasional reference to a fictional murder. These two goals are in 

structural tension with each other. Every technique that makes the scenario more 

coherent carries the risk of making it feel less free; every affordance for player 

freedom increases the risk of dramatic incoherence. 

The word used most consistently across design communities, convention 

discussions, and game studies literature for the failure mode of over-constraint is 

railroading: the subjective experience, from the player’s perspective, of discovering 

that their choices were merely decorative, that the story was going to happen this 

way regardless of anything they did. Railroading is felt as a kind of betrayal, a 

violation of the implicit contract that the scenario offered agency and then withheld 

it. It produces not just disappointment but something closer to disillusionment — the 

sense of having been manipulated rather than invited. It is the form’s most 

significant aesthetic failure, and it is one that players recognise immediately and 

remember long after the evening is over. 

What does the absence of railroading feel like from the inside? It feels like 

discovery: the specific sensation that the evening’s events emerged from the choices 

of the people in the room rather than from a script that was always going to run this 
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way. It feels like contingency — the awareness that things might have gone 

differently, that the particular revelation that just occurred was not inevitable. This 

sensation, when it is present, is among the most pleasurable experiences the form 

offers. It is the quality that separates a memorable murder mystery evening from a 

merely competent one. And it is precisely what the designer cannot simply engineer, 

because the experience of freedom is phenomenological rather than structural: it is 

about how constraint is felt, not merely whether constraint exists. 

The Illusion of Agency (and Why “Illusion” Is Too Dismissive 

Theorists of game design and interactive narrative have debated for decades whether 

player agency in authored interactive systems is genuine or illusory. Ian Bogost, 

among others, has been sceptical of the term interactivity as applied to commercial 

entertainment systems, arguing that the appearance of choice in designed systems is 

almost always more tightly constrained than it appears, and that what players 

experience as freedom is more accurately described as navigation through a pre-

determined possibility space. From this perspective, the murder mystery LARP 

player is not a free agent but a navigator: the scenario’s structure determines what 

can happen, and the player’s “choices” are merely the selections they make within a 

range entirely defined by the designer. 

This critique is not wrong, exactly, but it is importantly incomplete. The experience 

of agency — even within tightly constrained systems — is not illusory in the sense 

of being false or valueless. The phenomenologist would insist that a genuinely felt 

experience of freedom is a real experience, regardless of how fully it is underwritten 

by external structure. And there is a meaningful sense in which the deductive 

achievement of a player who correctly identifies the murderer through careful 

questioning is genuine, even though the murderer’s identity was fixed in advance. 

The player has done real cognitive work. They have read other people accurately, 

synthesised information from multiple sources, evaluated competing hypotheses, and 

reached a conclusion. The fact that the answer existed before they began does not 

make the process of reaching it any less authentic. The parallel with solving a logic 

puzzle is instructive: no one would argue that a puzzle-solver has not genuinely 

solved the puzzle simply because the puzzle’s solution was determined by its setter. 

The solver’s achievement lies in the path, not in the destination. 

What this suggests is that the relevant question is not whether player agency in 

murder mystery LARPs is “real” in some metaphysical sense, but whether it is 
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experienced as real in a way that generates the specific pleasures the form promises. 

And here the design work becomes crucial. The conditions under which players 

experience their choices as genuinely meaningful — rather than as moves in a game 

whose outcome they could not affect — are specific and constructible, even if they 

are not reducible to a formula. 

Techniques for Creating Coherent Freedom 

Experienced murder mystery designers have developed a repertoire of techniques for 

generating the phenomenology of freedom within an authored structure. These 

techniques are rarely codified, but they are consistently deployed across successful 

scenarios and are identifiable in retrospect. 

Goal plurality is the most foundational technique. In scenarios where every player’s 

only objective is to find the killer, players who do not immediately feel engaged by 

the investigation have nothing to do. They orbit the action without being part of it, 

and their sense of agency collapses. But when each character has multiple objectives 

— protecting a valuable secret, cementing a financial arrangement, exposing a 

rival’s past behaviour, advancing a romantic entanglement — players whose 

investigative role is peripheral still have purposeful activity. Purposeful activity is 

the experiential substrate of agency: the sensation of doing something for a reason, 

of working toward a goal. When players are actively pursuing concrete objectives, 

they experience themselves as agents even in moments when they are not advancing 

the main investigation. 

Timed revelations are a less visible but equally important technique. Structuring the 

scenario so that major disclosures — a new character’s arrival, the discovery of a 

second body, the revelation that a key document has been forged — occur at 

designed intervals prevents the investigation from either resolving too quickly or 

stalling into listlessness. Each new revelation gives the evening renewed momentum, 

but the most effective timed revelations are those that feel to players like 

developments they have brought about through their own investigation rather than 

like externally imposed story beats. A revelation that arrives because players have 

collectively pressed the right character on the right topic produces a very different 

effect from a revelation that appears simply because forty-five minutes have elapsed. 

The facilitator’s skill lies in choosing when to introduce timed revelations and in 

doing so in ways that feel responsive to the room rather than mechanical. 
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Consequence architecture is the technique of designing the scenario so that players’ 

investigative choices have visible outcomes that do not necessarily change the 

culprit’s identity but genuinely affect the evening’s shape. A player who chooses to 

share a discovered document widely rather than hoarding it changes the information 

landscape for every other player. A player who forms an alliance with the killer — 

not knowing, at that point, whom they have allied themselves with — creates a 

social dynamic that makes subsequent accusations politically complex. An 

accusation made too early and withdrawn under pressure leaves reputational traces 

that colour every subsequent conversation. These consequences make choices feel 

meaningful without requiring the designer to build alternative endings or parallel 

plot branches. The story remains the same story; the evening’s particular character is 

genuinely shaped by who the players were and what they chose. 

The pressure-valve character is perhaps the designer’s most explicit exercise of 

authorial control during play. This is a character — sometimes the victim’s solicitor, 

sometimes a late-arriving witness, sometimes a character whose packet positions 

them as a professional investigator — whose designed function includes the ability 

to redirect the investigation if it has stalled. When the pressure-valve character is 

triggered by the facilitator, they introduce a piece of information, ask a direct 

question, or create a situation that reactivates dormant lines of inquiry. This 

character is the designer’s hand reaching into the room in the most transparent 

possible way. When the intervention works, players experience it as the arrival of a 

new lead; when it is clumsily managed, experienced players may detect the 

mechanism. The art of deploying the pressure-valve character lies in making the 

intervention feel like a natural consequence of the fictional world rather than a 

corrective from outside it. 

Railroading as a Failure of Trust 

When players feel railroaded, something specific has broken in the relationship 

between designer and player, and that specific thing is worth naming clearly. It is not 

merely that constraint was exercised — all designed systems exercise constraint, and 

players accept this as the condition of the form. What has broken is the trust that 

constraint was being exercised in service of the players’ experience rather than 

against it. 

The distinction matters. A scenario that constrains players’ choices by ensuring that 

all investigation paths lead toward the truth is exercising constraint on behalf of the 
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players: it is guaranteeing that their investment in investigation will be rewarded. A 

scenario that constrains players’ choices by making certain decisions mandatory — 

by creating situations where only one response is possible, or where the players’ 

deductions are overruled by a scripted revelation that ignores them — is exercising 

constraint against the players, or at least indifferent to them. The first kind of 

constraint produces the feeling of coherent freedom; the second produces the feeling 

of railroading. 

This framing suggests that the difference between designed structure and railroading 

is partly ethical. It is about whose interests the design serves. A scenario that forces a 

predetermined outcome at the expense of player investment has failed not merely 

aesthetically but in terms of the social contract of the form. Players have given their 

time, their social energy, and their willingness to perform — often in front of 

colleagues or friends they wish to impress — in exchange for the experience the 

scenario promised. A scenario that delivers something other than that experience, or 

that delivers it through mechanisms that make the promise feel hollow, has broken 

faith with its players in a way that is distinguishable from simple creative failure. 

The best murder mystery designers understand that their authority over the 

scenario’s ground truth does not entitle them to indifference toward the quality of 

experience the scenario generates. Authorship, in this context, carries ethical as well 

as aesthetic responsibilities. 

VI. Who Really Writes the Evening? 

The Question of Authorship in Distributed Performance 

With the analytical framework now in place — the fixed culprit as epistemological 

structure, character packets as performative documents, clue ecologies as designed 

probability, and the phenomenology of freedom as an ethical and aesthetic 

achievement — it is possible to return to the essay’s central question with the 

precision it deserves. Who authored the murder mystery LARP? 

This question is not rhetorical. It has a real answer, and that answer is more 

interesting than either of the obvious responses — “the designer did” or “the players 

did” — because those responses each capture something true while missing what is 

most significant. The evening that actually happened — the specific, unrepeatable, 

unrecordable event that occurred in a specific room with specific people — was 
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authored in multiple registers by multiple agents who were not acting in 

coordination and whose contributions are not reducible to a common currency. 

Roland Barthes’s “Death of the Author,” invoked here not as a worn theoretical 

gesture but as a structural observation, is relevant precisely because of what it says 

about the incompleteness of any authored text prior to its reception. For Barthes, the 

text is not a fixed object whose meaning is determined by authorial intention, but a 

site of production whose meaning is generated in the act of reading. In the LARP, 

this observation becomes literally true in a way it rarely is in other literary forms: the 

scenario does not exist, as an event, until it is enacted by the people in the room. The 

designer’s document is a score, not a symphony. The symphony is what happened, 

and the designer was not the only musician. 

The Designer as Architect 

The designer’s contribution to the evening is best understood as architectural: they 

have designed the space of possibility within which everything else will happen. 

Like an architect who has built a house that its inhabitants will live in unpredictably 

— who knows how many rooms there will be but not how people will move between 

them, who has specified the locations of windows but not what will be seen through 

them — the murder mystery designer creates the conditions for an evening without 

determining its contents. 

The designer’s authority is at its highest before play begins and falls steadily as play 

progresses. At the moment when the first packet is distributed, the designer has done 

their most important work. From that point forward, the scenario belongs to the 

people in the room in an increasingly complete sense. The designer may be present 

as a facilitator, but their creative role has ended. They observe what is being made of 

their material, and they have limited power to intervene without breaking the social 

contract they have established. 

What the designer authors is most visible in terms of constraint: in what cannot 

happen. The killer cannot be someone other than the person whose packet carries the 

master secret. Certain clues cannot be withheld from everyone, because they have 

been built into multiple distribution channels. The scenario cannot end without a 

resolution phase, because the host has been told to open the envelope at ten o’clock. 

These negative constraints — the designer’s final authority — define the outer 

boundary of the evening’s possible space. Within that boundary, the designer’s 
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authority is largely exhausted by the act of design. They have built the house; they 

are not living in it. 

The Facilitator as Editor 

The facilitator — the person who manages the evening’s logistics, distributes props, 

tracks the scenario’s progress, and intervenes when the investigation stalls — 

occupies a role that has no precise equivalent in other creative forms. They are 

closest, perhaps, to a combination of theatre director and editor: someone who did 

not originate the material but who shapes its realisation in real time, making 

decisions that are invisible to the audience when they work and painfully visible 

when they do not. 

The facilitator’s authority is procedural rather than authorial. They cannot change 

who the killer is, cannot alter the content of a packet that has already been read, 

cannot retroactively modify the clue ecology. What they can do is manage the timing 

and pacing of the evening — introducing or withholding props, triggering timed 

revelations, prompting reticent players, and managing the social temperature of the 

group. These are not trivial powers. The facilitator who senses that a critical clue has 

failed to circulate and finds a way to reintroduce it — through an apparently casual 

question to the relevant character, or through the introduction of a documentary prop 

that encodes the same information — has made a significant authorial intervention 

that changes the course of the investigation. 

The best facilitation is the most transparent: the most authoritatively self-effacing. 

When the facilitator’s interventions work, players experience them as natural 

developments of the fictional world rather than as management from outside. The 

new document that appears on the table is experienced as a discovery; the question 

the facilitator asks a reluctant player is experienced as a conversational gambit. The 

facilitator’s art lies in this invisibility — in maintaining the fiction of an unmanaged, 

freely developing investigation while quietly ensuring that the investigation 

develops. 

The Players as Co-Authors 

The players are not simply performers of someone else’s text. They are co-authors, 

in a meaningful sense, of the specific event — the unrepeatable, unrecordable 

evening that actually occurred. Every piece of dialogue that was spoken in the room 

was generated by a player, not written by a designer. Every alliance, every 
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accusation, every moment of shared laughter or dramatic confrontation — all of this 

was produced by the people in the room, responding to each other in real time, 

drawing on their own social intelligence, their own emotional resources, and their 

own interpretive choices about who their characters were. 

The players’ authorial contribution is most visible in the form’s most memorable 

moments: the unexpected revelation that transforms the investigation, the 

improvised confrontation between two characters that the designer did not anticipate, 

the alliance between players whose characters were written as antagonists that 

produces a collaborative investigation no one planned. These moments are not in any 

packet. They are not part of the scenario’s authored structure. They emerge from the 

specific chemistry of the specific group, from the irreducible particularity of the 

actual people who happened to be in the room on that specific evening. They are 

what makes each run of a murder mystery scenario genuinely different from every 

other run, even when the packets, props, and clue distribution are identical. 

Marie-Laure Ryan’s work on narrative as virtual reality is illuminating here. Ryan 

distinguishes between the story as a fixed abstract object — the sequence of events 

that happened in the fictional world — and the narrative as the specific rendering of 

that story in a particular medium at a particular moment. In the murder mystery 

LARP, the story is fixed by the designer (the crime occurred, the culprit committed 

it), but the narrative — the way that story is told, discovered, and collectively 

constructed in the room — is entirely a product of the players. And because the 

narrative is a live event, it is irreproducible. No transcript could capture it fully; no 

recording could substitute for having been there. The players are the authors of the 

only version of the story that ever actually existed as an experience. 

The Structure as Silent Author 

There is a fourth author in the room, one that is rarely given explicit recognition: the 

structure of the scenario itself. The scenario’s architecture — its network of secrets, 

its clue ecology, its timed revelations, its goal plurality — shapes player behaviour 

in ways that are not attributable to any individual agent. The structure creates what 

might be called a gravitational field: an arrangement of affordances and constraints 

that makes certain actions easier, more rewarding, or more necessary than others, 

without forcing those actions or prescribing them. Players move through the 

structure not because they are pushed but because the design makes certain 

trajectories more natural than others. 
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Ian Bogost’s concept of procedural rhetoric — the way that rule-based systems make 

arguments through the processes they set in motion — is relevant here. The murder 

mystery LARP’s structure is not neutral. It encodes assumptions about what 

investigation means (primarily social, conducted through conversation rather than 

solitary deduction), about how information should circulate (through disclosure and 

exchange rather than hoarding), and about what constitutes dramatic satisfaction (a 

verifiable revelation rather than an open verdict). Players who participate in murder 

mystery LARPs are shaped by these structural assumptions whether they are aware 

of them or not. The structure authors their behaviour without speaking to them 

directly. 

Anthony Giddens’s structuration theory, developed in The Constitution of Society, 

offers a complementary framework. Giddens argues that social structures are 

simultaneously produced by and constraining of individual action: they do not exist 

independently of the people who enact them, but they shape that enactment in ways 

that feel, from the inside, like the natural order of things. The murder mystery 

LARP’s structure works in precisely this way. Players experience the investigation’s 

social logic — the norms of information exchange, the expectation of confrontation 

and revelation, the rhythm of the evening’s movement toward resolution — as 

natural features of the situation rather than as designed constraints. The structure 

authors their experience of agency while remaining invisible as an author. 

Synthesis: The Collaborative Text 

The murder mystery LARP is best understood as a collaborative text in which 

designer, facilitator, players, and structure all participate as authors of different 

registers. No single agent controls the evening; each constrains and enables the 

others. The designer’s architectural authority establishes what cannot happen. The 

facilitator’s editorial authority shapes the pacing and development of what does 

happen. The players’ performative authority generates everything that is actually 

said and done. The structure’s silent authority creates the conditions under which all 

of these contributions cohere into something that feels — when it works — like a 

unified experience rather than a cacophony of independent contributions. 

This model of layered authorship has precedent in the literature on collaborative art 

forms. The jazz ensemble, for instance, is structured by a composed melody and 

chord sequence that none of the performers invented, by conventions of the genre 

that none of them originated, by the specific acoustics of the space they are playing 
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in, and by the real-time responsiveness of each musician to the others. The evening 

that results is neither the composer’s work nor the musicians’ work nor the venue’s 

work nor the tradition’s work, but something that emerges from their interaction — a 

performance that exists only once, that cannot be fully captured in any notation or 

recording, and that belongs to all of its contributors and to none of them entirely. 

The murder mystery LARP is a more socially complex version of this structure, 

because its contributors are not all professionals, not all equally skilled, and not all 

aware of the contributions the others are making. The player who is quietly 

transforming the evening with a brilliantly sustained characterisation may not know 

that the facilitator has just subtly altered the scenario’s pacing to give them more 

room. The designer who wrote the scenario may have no idea that the players’ 

specific social chemistry is producing exactly the kind of dramatic confrontation 

they hoped for in the scenario’s design notes. The structure’s influence is, by 

definition, invisible to everyone in the room. The evening is authored by a 

committee that never met, whose members are contributing in different temporal 

registers, and whose work is legible only in the experience of those who participated. 

VII. Conclusion: The Authorship Problem as a Feature, Not a 

Bug 

A Form That Demands Reconsideration 

The murder mystery LARP is not, as it is sometimes characterised in design-adjacent 

criticism, a diminished form of fiction: a novel that hasn’t been written yet, or a play 

waiting for a proper production. It is a distinct form with its own aesthetic logic, its 

own specific pleasures, and its own constitutive tensions that neither the novel nor 

the play nor the video game fully captures. To evaluate it by the standards of those 

other forms — to criticise it for lacking the stylistic precision of prose fiction, the 

rehearsed coherence of theatre, or the elaborate branching of narrative games — is to 

mistake form-specific features for failures. 

The central tension this essay has traced — between the pre-authored structure that 

gives the evening its meaning and the player agency that gives it its life — is not a 

problem that better design will eventually solve. It is the form’s defining condition. 

It is what makes the murder mystery LARP formally interesting: a site where 

authorship is genuinely distributed, where the enactment of a designed structure 

produces something that was not in the design, where the experience of fiction and 
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the experience of social reality collapse into each other in ways that neither can fully 

absorb. This is not a failure of the form. It is the form’s most significant 

achievement. 

The Tension Reconsidered 

The preceding analysis has traced this tension through four specific manifestations. 

At the level of the culprit, the fixed-guilt structure creates a genuine epistemological 

drama: the authored truth exists independently of what the players construct, and the 

gap between the two is the investigation’s live space. At the level of the character 

packet, the partial script’s combination of hard constraint and performative freedom 

creates a collaborative relationship between designer and player in which neither is 

finally in control. At the level of the clue ecology, the designed architecture of 

evidence must be robust enough to survive chaos while subtle enough to sustain the 

experience of discovery — a calibration that admits of better and worse solutions but 

not of a perfect one. At the level of phenomenology, the experience of free choice 

within an authored structure is neither illusory nor simply real but something more 

interesting: a genuine achievement produced by well-calibrated design. 

Across all four levels, the same pattern recurs. The designer’s authority is real but 

limited, and its limits are generative rather than simply frustrating. The player’s 

freedom is constrained but not therefore false, and the constraints that shape it are 

the conditions of its possibility rather than denials of it. The evening that results is 

not the evening the designer imagined, and it is not the evening the players would 

have produced without a designer’s structure. It is the evening that emerged from 

their interaction — the only evening that actually existed. 

The Designer’s Craft, Reconsidered 

Understanding the murder mystery LARP through the lens of layered authorship 

transforms how we should evaluate the designer’s craft. The designer who measures 

success by fidelity to their original vision has misunderstood their own form. The 

scenario’s purpose is not to produce the evening the designer imagined but to create 

conditions under which a good evening — a vivid, surprising, dramatically 

satisfying, genuinely alive evening — is likely. This is a fundamentally different 

kind of creative work from writing a novel or composing a score. It is closer, as 

suggested earlier, to architecture, to urban planning, or to the design of social spaces: 

creative work whose success is measured not by the quality of the artifact in 

isolation but by the quality of human experience it enables. 
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The best murder mystery designers are not, primarily, storytellers in the 

conventional sense. They are system architects who design ecologies of information. 

They are calibrators of probability, creating conditions under which specific kinds of 

discovery and revelation are likely without being inevitable. They are trust 

engineers, constructing social contracts that players will accept without explicit 

negotiation. And they are, in a specific sense, choreographers of constraint: they 

determine what cannot happen so that what can happen has meaningful shape. These 

skills overlap with but are not reducible to the skills of narrative fiction, dramatic 

writing, or game design. They constitute a craft that the form has developed in 

relative obscurity, without the critical apparatus that other narrative forms have 

attracted, and that deserves more serious attention than it has received. 

An Open Question 

The murder mystery LARP’s growing cultural visibility — the explosion of 

commercial kit sales in the 2010s, the emergence of bespoke scenario communities 

at conventions like Fastaval and Intercon, the online adaptation of the form during 

and after the pandemic — raises a question that neither game studies nor 

performance theory has adequately addressed: what are the specific aesthetic criteria 

by which we should judge an interactive narrative evening? The obvious candidates 

are insufficient. Fidelity to the designer’s vision is irrelevant, because the designer’s 

vision was always a partial and schematic approximation of the actual event. Player 

enjoyment is too thin a criterion, because it admits of experiences that are pleasant 

but dramatically trivial. Successful identification of the culprit is too narrow, 

because it reduces the form’s richness to its puzzle-solving function. 

Something more specific and more demanding is required: a set of criteria 

responsive to the form’s actual achievements and to what distinguishes a memorable 

evening from a merely competent one. Did the tension between authored structure 

and player freedom remain productive throughout — neither collapsing into 

railroading on one side nor dissolving into shapelessness on the other? Did the 

evening generate moments of genuine discovery, in which the sense of finding 

something true felt earned rather than manufactured? Was there at least one moment 

— the kind participants still describe to non-participants who were not there, months 

or years later — that could not have been planned but could not have happened 

without the design? These criteria are harder to apply than word counts or plot 

coherence, but they are more faithful to what the form is actually doing and what it 

is actually offering. 
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Closing: The Envelope 

Return, finally, to the drawing room. The eight strangers with their sealed envelopes. 

In light of everything this essay has argued, the envelope is recognisable as the 

material form of the essay’s central paradox. It contains information none of its 

recipients have yet read, written by someone who is not present, designed to 

constrain and enable an evening that has not yet occurred. It is the designer’s 

authority in physical form — the last point at which the designer’s control is 

complete and uncontested. When the players open it, the designer’s authority begins 

to attenuate, and the evening begins to belong to the people in the room. 

What happens next will be authored by several agents simultaneously: by the words 

on the paper, by the social intelligence of the players, by the facilitator’s 

management of the space, and by the structure’s silent shaping of everyone’s 

choices. The killer will perform their guilt or deny it with varying conviction. The 

detective will be brilliant or myopic. The truth will be reached through careful 

deduction, or stumbled upon by accident, or narrowly missed by a group that 

convicts the wrong person and finds, in the moment of revelation, that being wrong 

was also a kind of knowledge. The evening will be different from the designer’s 

vision, different from every other run of the same scenario, and unrepeatable in the 

specific form it takes. 

This irreproducibility — this quality of existing only once, in the specific 

configuration of specific people in a specific room — is not a limitation to be 

overcome. It is the form’s deepest artistic quality, and its clearest distinction from all 

the narrative forms that surround and influence it. A novel can be read; a murder 

mystery LARP evening can only be lived. What was written in advance made it 

possible. What happened in the room made it real. The authorship of that reality was 

shared, distributed, and finally beyond the control of any single hand. That, too, is a 

kind of solution: not to the question of who committed the fictional murder, but to 

the question of who could possibly contain an evening so genuinely, productively 

alive. 
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  Murder as Social Engine: Why the 

Crime Matters Less Than the 

Conversation 

  Corin Thale 

 

  Abstract 

This comprehensive essay analyzes the dramatic function of the central crime in adult murder 

mystery salon roleplaying games. It argues that the explicit objective of identifying a killer is 

fundamentally a narrative pretext, acting as a diegetic starter pistol designed to activate a 

complex web of intense social interaction. Rather than functioning as a genuine puzzle, the 

fictional corpse serves as a vital psychological MacGuffin that forces heavily socialized 

adults into inescapable proximity, shattering polite boundaries and mandating urgent 

communication. Through asymmetric information architecture, weaponized secrets, and the 

protective alibi of a character sheet, the game creates a crucible where participants safely 

explore deceit, vulnerability, and raw interpersonal conflict. Ultimately, the essay 

demonstrates that the mechanical revelation of the murderer is an anticlimax compared to the 

emergent social drama. Players rarely remember the forensic solution; they remember the 

visceral, enduring emotional impact of simulated human connections and profound shared 

vulnerability. 

Keywords: Adult salon LARP, social engine, emotional bleed, asymmetric information, 

collaborative authorship, narrative technology 

 

The scene is a living room littered with empty glasses and discarded character 

sheets, the remnants of a four-hour descent into simulated betrayal. The players, 

exhausted but animated, are gathered in a loose circle. They are not discussing the 

identity of the murderer, nor are they marveling at the cleverness of the forensic 

puzzle that brought them together. Instead, two players are fiercely debating a 
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whispered conversation that occurred in the kitchen during the second hour — a 

moment where an alliance was formed and instantly betrayed. Another player is 

recounting the genuine sting of a fictional romantic rejection, while a fourth is 

defending their character’s decision to blackmail a sibling rather than share a crucial 

clue. In the center of the room, metaphorically speaking, lies the corpse that 

catalyzed the entire evening. Yet, the dead body is an afterthought. The victim has 

been entirely eclipsed by the vivid, pulsing social drama that erupted in the wake of 

their demise. This post-game reality highlights a profound truth about the nature of 

these immersive experiences. 

To understand this phenomenon, one must clearly define the boundaries of the adult 

murder mystery salon game, a specific and highly sophisticated iteration of live-

action role-playing. Unlike the expansive, physically demanding environments of 

traditional outdoor live-action role-playing games, where participants might traverse 

acres of woodland engaging in abstracted physical combat, the salon game is 

intensely claustrophobic. It is typically confined to a single domestic space or a 

rented hall, relying entirely on theatricality and conversation rather than physical 

mechanics. Furthermore, it diverges sharply from the rigid, turn-based mechanics of 

traditional tabletop role-playing games. There are no dice to roll, no miniatures to 

move, and rarely any sequential turns. It is a continuous, fluid performance where 

the primary mechanics are dialogue, persuasion, deceit, and emotional manipulation. 

The participants are thrust into a shared space with a shared crisis, equipped only 

with a predetermined set of memories, motivations, and hidden agendas. 

At the heart of this confined theatrical experience lies a fascinating paradox. The 

explicit, stated objective of the game — the reason everyone has ostensibly gathered 

and adopted these personas — is to solve a murder. The narrative dictates that a 

crime has been committed, a killer is among them, and justice or survival demands 

that the culprit be identified. However, for the vast majority of players engaged in 

adult salon roleplay, this teleological goal is actually the least interesting aspect of 

the evening. The pursuit of the murderer is an obligatory framework, a necessary 

chore that keeps the narrative moving forward, but it is rarely the source of the 

game’s true joy or lasting impact. When players reflect on the experience weeks or 

years later, they do not recall the exact sequence of logical deductions that led to the 

unmasking of the villain. They remember the flushed cheeks of a confrontation, the 

hesitation before telling a lie, and the electric tension of a room where everyone 

wants something and no one can be trusted. The solution to the puzzle is finite and 



 

Desire in the Drawing Room 

 

 

79 

ultimately sterile; the social friction generated along the way is dynamic and deeply 

human. 

Therefore, in the context of the adult salon role-playing game, the murder is not the 

true object of inquiry. It is, rather, a highly effective narrative technology. The 

corpse functions as a diegetic starter pistol, a sudden, explosive event that activates a 

complex, meticulously pre-designed web of social, political, and emotional 

interactions. The crime shatters the status quo, forcing characters out of their 

comfortable routines and compelling them to engage with one another in ways they 

would normally avoid. It provides the necessary friction to spark conflict. The actual 

identity of the killer, the weapon used, and the timeline of the crime are ultimately 

secondary to the primary function of the scenario. The corpse is merely the excuse 

for the conversation. The true subject of play is the intricate, emergent social 

architecture that is constructed, tested, and ultimately dismantled by the players as 

they navigate the crisis. 

Understanding the corpse as a piece of narrative technology requires distinguishing 

between what the murder is within the text of the game and what it does in the 

physical room. In cinematic theory, particularly in the vocabulary of Alfred 

Hitchcock, there is the concept of the MacGuffin. The MacGuffin is an object, a 

device, or an event that is necessary to the plot and the motivation of the characters, 

but in itself, it is completely unimportant to the audience. It could be a microfilm 

containing state secrets, a stolen diamond, or a mysterious briefcase. The specific 

nature of the object does not matter; what matters is that everyone in the story wants 

it or is affected by it, and their pursuit of it drives the narrative forward. In the 

murder mystery salon game, the dead body is the ultimate MacGuffin. The forensic 

details of the demise are mechanically irrelevant to the emotional reality of the 

players. The dramatic function of the murder is not to provide a logic puzzle to be 

solved, but to provide a compelling, universally acknowledged reason for the 

characters to interact intensely and urgently. It is the gravitational center around 

which all the disparate character motivations are forced to orbit. 

This sudden, catastrophic event acts as an unparalleled catalyst for convergence. In 

any well-designed salon scenario, the characters are written with pre-existing 

relationships, many of which are strained, secretive, or openly hostile. Without a 

precipitating crisis, these characters would likely avoid one another, maintaining 

polite distances or engaging only in superficial pleasantries to protect their own 

interests. The murder destroys this luxury of avoidance. It creates an artificial, 
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inescapable urgency. The authorities might be on their way, the killer might strike 

again, or a ticking clock might dictate that a fortune will be lost if the mystery is not 

resolved by midnight. This urgency compels characters who despise each other to 

share space, forces secretive characters to share vital information, and requires 

deeply distrustful individuals to engage in vulnerable dialogue. The crisis demands 

interaction, and in doing so, it forces the latent conflicts within the character 

backgrounds to erupt into active, observable drama. 

Furthermore, the introduction of a sudden, violent death serves a crucial structural 

function by equalizing the playing field among the participants. In the fiction of the 

game, characters often occupy vastly different social, economic, or political strata. 

You may have a destitute servant, a wealthy aristocrat, a corrupt politician, and a 

humble doctor all trapped in the same room. Under normal circumstances, the 

aristocrat would have no reason to negotiate with the servant, and the politician 

would dominate the doctor. However, the murder creates a shared epistemological 

baseline. When a body is discovered, regardless of a character’s fictional wealth, 

status, or power, everyone is instantly reduced to the same level of sudden 

vulnerability and suspicion. The poorest character might hold the one clue that can 

save the wealthiest character from the gallows. The powerful politician might be 

entirely dependent on the goodwill of the servant to corroborate an alibi. The crime 

strips away the protective layers of social hierarchy, forcing a raw, egalitarian 

exchange of information where leverage is based solely on what one knows, rather 

than who one is. This democratization of power is essential for fostering widespread, 

unpredictable social interaction among all players. 

Ultimately, game designers utilize the murder as an elaborate, highly effective 

smokescreen. When players enter the gaming space, they consciously believe they 

are there to solve a puzzle. They arm themselves with notepads, diligently 

interrogate their peers about timelines, and search for inconsistencies in alibis. This 

conscious pursuit of the ludic goal occupies their logical faculties, providing a 

comfortable, structured framework for their actions. However, while the players are 

busy looking at the metaphorical floorboards for bloodstains, the designer is actually 

maneuvering them into confronting their own interwoven, conflicting backstories. 

The real game is happening in the periphery of the investigation. The clues are 

distributed not just to build a path to the killer, but to force specific characters into 

conversation. The designer knows that to get one piece of evidence from one 

character, another will have to reveal a terrible secret, which will invariably trigger 

the anger of a third party. The illusion of the central plot is necessary to lower the 
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players’ defenses, allowing the true, intensely social game to unfold organically. 

They think they are hunting a killer, but they are actually untangling the complex 

emotional web that the designer has spun around them. 

The fundamental architectural principle underlying this forced convergence is the 

concept of asymmetric information design. In a standard linear narrative, or even a 

cooperative board game, the protagonists generally share a collective pool of 

knowledge, working together to piece together a unified truth. The adult salon role-

playing game deliberately shatters this paradigm from the moment the character 

packets are distributed. The designer allocates information not as a complete, 

coherent mosaic, but as a fractured collection of jagged shards, purposefully 

ensuring that no single participant possesses enough pieces to comprehend the entire 

picture. This is not merely a clever puzzle mechanic; it is a strict psychological 

imperative designed to mandate, and relentlessly sustain, social interaction. If a 

player wishes to understand the circumstances of the murder, or more importantly, to 

achieve their own hidden objectives, they cannot rely on solitary, independent 

deduction. The structure of the game forbids the lone detective trope. Instead, 

players are thrust into a ruthless economy of information where secrets are the 

primary, and often only, currency. This asymmetry ensures that every single 

conversation is a high-stakes transaction, a delicate and dangerous negotiation where 

players must constantly, rapidly weigh the value of what they know against the 

desperate value of what they need to discover. One character might possess the 

coroner’s report detailing the exact time of death, while another holds a torn, hastily 

scribbled letter proving the victim was blackmailing a specific, highly respected 

guest at that precise hour. Neither piece of information is actionable, or even 

particularly meaningful, on its own. This structural dependency forces these two 

individuals — who might have entirely antagonistic backstories and every reason to 

despise one another — to parley, to negotiate, and ultimately, to risk exposure in 

exchange for clarity. 

The necessity of this transactional socialization is further amplified by the deliberate 

weaponization of secrets and the integration of secondary objectives. While the 

murder serves as the ostensible reason for the gathering, a masterful game designer 

deeply understands that a singular, unified focus on the central crime will inevitably 

lead to a dry, analytical detachment among the players. To prevent the simulation 

from devolving into a sterile logic exercise, the participants are burdened from the 

outset with intense, deeply personal, and often contradictory secondary goals that 

have absolutely nothing to do with identifying the killer. These hidden agendas are, 



 

Elowen Marr 

 

 

82 

in reality, the true engines driving the dramatic experience. A player might be 

secretly tasked with securing a lucrative, highly contested inheritance, covering up a 

scandalous illicit affair, or thoroughly ruining the reputation of a political rival who 

is also pacing the floorboards of the very same room. The sheer genius of the parlor 

format lies in how these secondary objectives seamlessly intersect and violently 

interfere with the primary investigation. A physical clue that definitively exonerates 

a player of the murder might simultaneously, and disastrously, expose their long-

standing infidelity to their fictional spouse, forcing a torturous, split-second decision 

between facing the hangman’s noose or facing a humiliating public divorce. 

Consequently, the information traded during the course of the game is rarely, if ever, 

exchanged freely or altruistically. It is weaponized. Players use the socially 

acceptable pretext of the murder investigation to pry relentlessly into the private 

affairs of their peers, searching not for justice, but for vulnerabilities that can be 

ruthlessly exploited for blackmail, coercion, or devastating tactical advantage. 

This volatile mixture of asymmetric information and weaponized secrets dictates the 

distinct, almost predictable temporal arc observed in virtually every successful salon 

scenario. The game invariably begins with a facade of nervous cooperation, a period 

that might be accurately termed the phase of polite inquiry. In the immediate 

aftermath of the inciting incident — the discovery of the body or the reading of the 

will — players generally default to their conventional, real-world social norms. They 

form temporary, well-mannered investigative committees, sharing benign, easily 

verifiable clues, and engaging in collaborative brainstorming. This early stage is 

characterized by a collective, albeit entirely superficial, effort to establish a shared 

reality, mapping out the physical space, confirming basic alibis, and identifying the 

most immediate, obvious suspects. However, this cooperative spirit is structurally 

doomed to fail by the very design of the character sheets. As the game progresses 

into its second hour, and players begin to successfully piece together the fractured 

shards of information, the terrifying, personal implications of the secondary 

objectives begin to crystallize. The chilling realization dawns that the helpful person 

currently assisting you in deciphering a cryptic code is also the very same person 

actively trying to bankrupt your fictional company or expose your hidden, criminal 

past. This psychological pivot marks the definitive transition into the Machiavellian 

phase of the immersive experience. The open, democratic exchange of information 

grinds to a sudden halt, rapidly replaced by hushed whispers in secluded hallways, 

covert meetings in pantries, and the frantic, desperate formation of temporary 

alliances of convenience. Trust evaporates entirely, a palpable paranoia sets in, and 
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the gameplay shifts violently from a collective puzzle-solving endeavor into a brutal, 

exhilarating exercise in interpersonal manipulation, deceit, and social survival. 

The intensity of this Machiavellian phase is profoundly magnified by the physical 

reality of the game space itself, a phenomenon that can be best described as the 

crucible effect. Unlike the sprawling, expansive battlefields of outdoor combat-

oriented role-playing games, where a beleaguered or overwhelmed player can 

literally run away into the woods to catch their breath, gather their thoughts, or 

entirely avoid a difficult conversation, the salon game is defined by its strict physical 

confinement. The action is entirely restricted to the predetermined, inescapable 

boundaries of the host’s living room, a rented hotel suite, or a small community hall. 

This spatial limitation is not merely a logistical convenience for the organizers; it is 

a vital, non-negotiable dramatic tool. The locked doors of the metaphorical parlor 

create an intense pressure-cooker environment where physical escape from social 

confrontation is an absolute impossibility. Consider the literal movement of bodies 

within this space; if you ruthlessly betray a trusted ally in the kitchen to secure a 

piece of evidence, you will inevitably have to face their glaring eyes and immediate 

wrath ten minutes later when you are both forced into the dining room for a 

mandated group announcement. There is nowhere to hide, no physical terrain to 

utilize as a buffer against the immediate, visceral emotional fallout of your own 

treacherous actions. This forced, continuous, and inescapable proximity rapidly 

accelerates the deterioration of polite social facades. It violently strips away the 

comforting, physical distance that characterizes and protects everyday adult 

interactions, forcing players to stew intimately in the immediate, unavoidable 

consequences of their deceits and betrayals. The physical space itself ceases to be a 

mere setting and becomes a silent, inescapable antagonist, systematically driving the 

tension higher with every passing hour until the inevitable, explosive emotional 

climax. 

The transition from the physical crucible of the parlor to the internal, psychological 

architecture of the experience requires an examination of the theoretical framework 

that makes such intense, transgressive interaction safely possible. Central to this 

understanding is the concept formulated by cultural historian Johan Huizinga: the 

notion of the “Magic Circle.” In his seminal work on the play element in culture, 

Huizinga describes the Magic Circle as a temporary, dedicated space — both 

physical in its boundaries and conceptual in its rules — where the ordinary, 

mundane laws of reality are willingly suspended and entirely replaced by the 

specific, artificial rules of the game. When adult players step across the threshold of 
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the salon, leave their real names behind, and don their character nametags, they are 

actively constructing and consenting to enter this circle. Within its absolute 

boundaries, the standard social contracts of the real world — the imperatives to be 

consistently polite, to avoid direct confrontation, to maintain a respectful, 

professional distance — are temporarily, completely abolished. The structure of the 

murder mystery provides the necessary formal scaffolding to enforce the boundaries 

of this circle, creating an agreed-upon alternative reality where entirely different, 

often aggressive behaviors are not only permitted but actively, mechanically 

encouraged. The literal or figurative corpse on the floor is the undeniable proof that 

the real world has been left outside, serving as a constant, tangible reminder to all 

participants that they are now operating exclusively under the ruthless, dramatic, and 

unforgiving laws of the fictional narrative. 

This structured descent into deeply immersive play is not a strictly modern invention 

born of contemporary boredom, but rather a direct continuation of a incredibly rich 

historical tradition of using collaborative fiction to process complex adult realities. 

Historically, we see this profound, compelling need for structured, intense 

collaborative worldbuilding in the early literary play of the Brontë sisters. The 

incredibly intricate, interlocking political webs of their created fictional worlds, 

Angria and Gondal, were far more than simple childhood distractions or passing 

games. They were highly sophisticated, ongoing, and deeply immersive mechanisms 

that allowed their creators to safely explore incredibly complex adult themes, 

devastating power dynamics, romantic betrayals, and absolute emotional extremities 

through a fiercely protective fictional lens. Just as the Brontës utilized the 

geographical boundaries of their imaginary kingdoms to safely quarantine and 

examine their most intense dramatic impulses, modern adults utilize the physical 

boundaries of the salon game to construct a remarkably similar psychological 

sanctuary. The rented parlor essentially becomes a modern iteration of Gondal, a 

perfectly contained universe where participants can actively experiment with facets 

of human behavior that are entirely taboo, dangerous, or unacceptable in their 

professional or personal lives. The game provides the historical and emotional 

continuity of a fundamental, enduring human need: the deep desire to inhabit a 

temporary space where the consequences of our actions are both profoundly, 

thrillingly felt and entirely, safely fictional. 

Within this modern Magic Circle, the printed character sheet functions as a vital, 

impenetrable psychological shield. It is the necessary armor that allows participants 

to freely engage in the socially risky, aggressive behaviors demanded by the 
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designer’s asymmetric architecture. In polite, functioning adult society, directly 

accusing a casual acquaintance of a heinous, bloody crime, aggressively 

blackmailing a peer for financial gain, or engaging in unabashed, manipulative 

seduction are actions that carry devastating, life-altering real-world consequences. 

They are the absolute antithesis of functional, cooperative social behavior. However, 

the character sheet provides an absolute, universally respected alibi. When a player 

delivers a stinging, cruel insult, orchestrates a heartbreaking betrayal, or lies directly 

to a friend’s face, it is definitively not the player acting; it is the character. The 

narrative of the “mystery” provides the socially acceptable, unassailable justification 

for this profound transgression. This deliberate psychological distancing is 

incredibly liberating. It allows individuals who might be naturally introverted, highly 

empathetic, or deeply conflict-averse in their daily lives to gleefully and guiltlessly 

step into the shoes of a ruthless corporate tycoon, a manipulative, calculating 

socialite, or a desperate, cornered criminal. The fiction acts as a heavy buffer, 

entirely absorbing the shock of the confrontation and protecting the core identity and 

real-world relationships of the player. It grants them the explicit, contractual 

permission to be terrible, to be cunning, and to be aggressively selfish, all under the 

unimpeachable defense that they are simply and faithfully “playing the game.” 

This eager, enthusiastic embrace of simulated conflict highlights a significant 

psychological craving that the salon role-playing game uniquely fulfills. Modern 

adult life is, for the vast majority of people, defined by a distinct, necessary lack of 

high-stakes, unscripted social drama. Our daily routines are heavily governed by 

strict professionalism, rigid social etiquette, and the constant, exhausting avoidance 

of unnecessary interpersonal friction. While this stability is undeniably beneficial 

and necessary for the smooth functioning of a complex society, it leaves a hollow 

void in the human psyche, which naturally, evolutionarily craves the sudden 

adrenaline of conflict, the sharp thrill of discovery, and the intense, unforgettable 

emotional resonance of high-stakes interaction. The murder mystery salon game 

satisfies this deep craving without demanding the catastrophic, permanent real-world 

costs of actual betrayal, violence, or crime. It offers a perfectly simulated crucible 

where the emotional stakes feel terrifyingly real — where palms genuinely sweat, 

voices actually tremble under pressure, and hearts race as a lie is told — but where 

the ultimate consequence is merely a shared laugh and a post-game debriefing over 

drinks. Players willingly subject themselves to the intense stress, the creeping 

paranoia, and the inevitable emotional exhaustion of the experience precisely 

because it provides a rare, highly concentrated dose of unvarnished human intensity. 

They are enthusiastically paying for the privilege of being pushed entirely to their 
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emotional limits within a structured environment that guarantees their ultimate 

physical and social safety. 

This structural guarantee of safety paradoxically leads us to the most fascinating 

contradiction inherent in the adult parlor experience: the profound anticlimax of the 

final revelation. As the predetermined timeframe of the scenario draws to a close, the 

host or game master inevitably signals the transition into the accusation phase, 

effectively signaling the end of the organic social simulation. The sprawling, messy, 

and infinitely complex web of alliances, betrayals, and whispered negotiations is 

abruptly frozen. The players are suddenly pulled out of their immersive, co-authored 

emotional reality and forced back into the rigid, binary framework of the original 

ludic objective. They must now sit in a circle, abandon their nuanced secondary 

motives, and mechanically vote on who they believe committed the fictional crime. 

For many deeply invested participants, this mandated return to the primary plot feels 

less like a thrilling climax and more like an unwelcome interruption. The intense, 

pulsating energy of the room rapidly dissipates, replaced by a dry, procedural 

recounting of timelines, alibis, and forensic deductions. The sudden reduction of 

complex, emergent human drama to a simple, predetermined multiple-choice 

question highlights the fundamental inadequacy of the murder mystery format to 

fully contain the social energies it so effectively unleashes. The puzzle, by its very 

nature, is finite, solvable, and ultimately sterile, whereas the social dynamics 

generated in its shadow were infinite, ambiguous, and profoundly deeply felt. 

To understand why the mechanical revelation of the killer feels so deeply 

unsatisfying compared to the interpersonal gameplay, one must examine the stark 

contrast in authorship between the two experiences. The central murder plot — the 

identity of the victim, the method of the crime, the placement of the clues, and the 

ultimate solution — is entirely the product of singular authorship. It was written 

months or years in advance by a solitary game designer. For the players, this plot is 

an object of consumption. They are merely uncovering a static, pre-existing truth. 

They did not create the solution; they only excavated it. Conversely, the social web 

that dominates the actual playtime is a magnificent feat of real-time, collaborative 

authorship. Every whispered secret, every forged alliance, every tearful confession, 

and every ruthless betrayal was created in the moment by the players themselves, 

reacting dynamically to one another within the parameters of their character sheets. 

They are not consuming a story; they are producing one. Naturally, human beings 

assign vastly more psychological value and emotional weight to the narratives they 

actively co-create than to the puzzles they passively solve. When the game ends and 



 

Desire in the Drawing Room 

 

 

87 

the true murderer is revealed, the players are simply being handed the final page of a 

script written by someone else. But when a player successfully executes a complex, 

entirely unscripted emotional manipulation to save their character’s fictional 

reputation, they have authored a unique dramatic moment that belongs entirely to 

them, ensuring that the social triumph completely eclipses the ludic resolution. 

This intense personal investment in the co-authored narrative inevitably leads to a 

phenomenon widely recognized in immersive role-playing communities as 

emotional bleed. Originating in the critical theory surrounding Nordic-style live-

action role-playing, bleed describes the porous boundary between the player and the 

character, where the emotions, attitudes, and physiological responses generated 

within the fiction spill over into the player’s actual reality, or vice versa. In the 

context of a highly charged salon game, bleed is the mechanism by which simulated 

interactions acquire genuine psychological permanence. When a player, fully 

immersed in their persona, experiences a devastating betrayal by a character they 

had grown to trust over the course of the evening, the human brain struggles to 

completely compartmentalize the resulting sting of rejection. The context of the 

betrayal is entirely fictional, but the adrenaline rushing through the player’s veins, 

the sudden flush of their cheeks, and the sinking feeling in their stomach are 

biologically, undeniably real. The body does not know it is playing a game. 

Therefore, while the cognitive, logical part of the brain easily discards the specific 

details of the fictional murder the moment the game concludes, the emotional centers 

of the brain retain the visceral memory of the simulated social friction. This is why, 

during post-game debriefings, players rarely waste breath marveling at the 

cleverness of the poison delivery method. Instead, they passionately dissect the 

nuances of a specific, highly charged conversation, seeking validation for the very 

real emotions they experienced under the protective alibi of their fictional personas. 

The permanence of these dramatic memories is further cemented by the sheer power 

of the unresolved. In a traditional narrative structure, such as a mystery novel or a 

cinematic thriller, the audience demands a neat, comprehensive resolution. Every 

loose thread must be tied, every motive explained, and every relationship clearly 

defined by the time the credits roll. The adult parlor game, however, thrives on a 

deliberate, enduring messiness that closely mirrors the chaotic reality of actual 

human relationships. Because the game is constrained by a strict time limit and 

burdened with an overwhelming density of secondary objectives, it is practically 

impossible for any player to fully resolve all of their character’s interpersonal 

conflicts before the accusation phase forces the evening to a halt. As a result, the 
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most poignant and memorable moments of the experience are frequently those that 

are never neatly concluded. The players are left to carry the psychological weight of 

the unspoken forgiveness that arrived just a minute too late, the lingering, paranoid 

distrust of a partner whose motives were never fully explained, or the beautifully 

tragic misunderstanding that doomed a fictional romance to failure. These 

unresolved narrative threads refuse to be easily categorized or forgotten. They linger 

in the participants’ minds for days or weeks, prompting endless hypothetical 

conversations about what might have happened if a single conversation had gone 

differently. The formal mystery is closed by the designer’s scripted ending, but the 

social drama remains forever open-ended, immortalized by its very lack of a 

definitive conclusion. 

By shifting our analytical focus away from the lifeless mechanics of the central 

puzzle and toward the vibrant, chaotic, and collaborative creation of the social web, 

we begin to truly understand the profound psychological utility of this unique 

medium. The game designer is not an architect of mysteries; they are an architect of 

social collisions. They utilize the macabre trappings of the murder mystery genre not 

out of a genuine fascination with simulated death, but because those specific 

narrative tropes provide the perfect, high-pressure crucible required to force modern, 

heavily socialized adults to drop their polite defenses and engage in raw, 

unvarnished emotional combat. The corpse on the floor is nothing more than a 

carefully engineered excuse, a completely disposable pretext that grants players the 

necessary permission to be vulnerable, to be ruthless, and to be profoundly 

connected to one another in ways that the real world rarely allows. 

To fully grasp why this specifically engineered vulnerability is so profoundly 

necessary, one must critically examine the baseline sociological conditions of the 

modern adult participant. Contemporary adult existence is overwhelmingly 

characterized by atomization and the rigorous maintenance of carefully constructed 

professional and social boundaries. We are conditioned, from the moment we enter 

the workforce or broader civic life, to minimize friction, to avoid placing undue 

emotional burdens on our peers, and to project an aura of competent, unruffled 

stability. While these behavioral norms are absolutely vital for the sheer functional 

logistics of a densely populated society, they inevitably result in a form of chronic 

emotional malnutrition. The vast majority of our daily interactions are highly 

scripted, transactional, and deliberately kept shallow to prevent the unpredictable, 

messy complications of genuine emotional entanglement. We exchange pleasantries 

with neighbors, negotiate politely with colleagues, and engage in superficial banter 
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at social gatherings, all while rigorously guarding our deeper anxieties, ambitions, 

and resentments. The murder mystery salon game acts as a radical, temporary 

antidote to this pervasive social isolation. By forcing participants into an artificial 

crucible where survival — even fictional survival — depends on intense, 

unmediated interpersonal engagement, the game shatters the polite distance of 

mundane life. It demands that players look each other directly in the eye and 

actively, passionately fight for their simulated lives, thereby providing a desperately 

needed avenue for the kind of raw, unfiltered human connection that the structures 

of everyday adulthood actively suppress. 

This observation inevitably leads to a necessary reevaluation of how we categorize 

and understand the concept of play in an adult context. In mainstream cultural 

discourse, play is frequently, and erroneously, relegated to the domain of childhood, 

viewed as a frivolous, unstructured activity that one must outgrow in order to 

assume the serious responsibilities of maturity. When adults do engage in 

acknowledged forms of play, it is typically highly regimented and clearly 

demarcated from real life, such as participating in organized sports or consuming 

passive entertainment like cinema and television. However, the adult salon role-

playing game represents a far more sophisticated, psychologically complex iteration 

of play. It is not an escape from reality; rather, it is a deliberate, highly structured 

confrontation with the fundamental mechanics of reality — power, trust, deceit, and 

consequence — conducted within a safe, experimental laboratory. The genius of the 

murder mystery packaging lies in its ability to function as an acceptable, 

intellectualized disguise for this profound psychological experimentation. If one 

were to invite a group of adults to a living room for four hours to simply sit in a 

circle, abandon their real-world identities, and practice lying to each other, betraying 

each other, and aggressively negotiating for power, the invitation would be 

universally rejected as bizarre, deeply uncomfortable, and socially inappropriate. 

However, by wrapping this exact same psychological exercise in the familiar, 

culturally sanctioned tropes of an investigative procedural, complete with a fictional 

corpse and a mandate to solve the puzzle, the designer provides the essential 

cognitive alibi that allows highly socialized, self-conscious adults to willingly and 

enthusiastically cross the threshold into intense, unstructured play without feeling 

foolish or exposed. 

The successful execution of this delicate psychological balancing act relies heavily 

on the invisible, continuous labor of the game’s host or facilitator, whose role 

extends far beyond merely explaining the rules or distributing character sheets. In 



 

Elowen Marr 

 

 

90 

the context of the salon game, the host functions as a real-time orchestrator of social 

collisions, a theatrical director who must constantly monitor and adjust the 

emotional temperature of the room. Their primary responsibility is not to ensure that 

the ludic puzzle is solved correctly, but rather to guarantee that the social engine 

continues to run efficiently and intensely without entirely overheating. This requires 

a profound degree of emotional intelligence and situational awareness. If the host 

observes that two particular players are circling each other warily but failing to 

engage, they might intentionally introduce a new, inflammatory piece of evidence 

that directly forces those two specific characters into a high-stakes confrontation. 

Conversely, if a particular interaction becomes too heated, threatening to breach the 

protective boundaries of the established fiction and cause genuine, real-world 

distress, the host must subtly intervene, perhaps by triggering a scripted public 

announcement or plunging the room into darkness to organically break the tension 

and reset the social dynamics. The host is the unseen hand that continuously tightens 

the dramatic screws, ensuring that the pressure cooker environment remains 

perfectly calibrated to maximize emotional resonance while maintaining the absolute 

physical and psychological safety of the participants. Their work is the invisible 

scaffolding that supports the entire weight of the collaborative narrative. 

The absolute necessity of this safety scaffolding becomes most glaringly apparent in 

the immediate aftermath of the game, during the crucial, often overlooked phase of 

the experience known as the debriefing period. When the accusation phase 

concludes, the true murderer is revealed, and the formal boundaries of the fictional 

setting are officially dissolved, the players do not instantly, seamlessly revert to their 

mundane, pre-game identities. They are suspended in a highly vulnerable, 

transitional state, carrying the heavy psychological residue of the intense emotional 

bleed generated during the preceding hours. They have just spent a significant 

amount of time actively deceiving, manipulating, and occasionally entirely 

destroying the fictional lives of the people sitting across from them — people who, 

in the real world, are their friends, partners, or colleagues. The debriefing period is 

the vital, necessary mechanism for processing and neutralizing this residual friction. 

It is a structured period of collective decompression where players enthusiastically 

dismantle the fictional architecture they just spent hours building. By loudly, 

excitedly explaining their hidden motives, confessing their secret alliances, and 

formally apologizing for their character’s treacherous behavior, the participants 

actively work to separate the player from the persona. The debriefing transforms the 

private, internal sting of a simulated betrayal into a shared, public narrative of 

dramatic triumph. It is a profound ritual of reintegration, where the social bonds of 
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the real world are actively repaired, reaffirmed, and often significantly strengthened 

by the shared survival of the intense, collaborative ordeal. 

Ultimately, a rigorous dramaturgical and sociological analysis of the adult murder 

mystery salon game forces a complete redefinition of what the genre actually 

represents. These experiences are not, at their core, games of logic, deduction, or 

forensic science. They are highly engineered, incredibly potent social collision 

simulators. The designer writes a corpse into the narrative not because the act of 

dying is inherently interesting, but because a sudden, unexplained death is the most 

universally effective, universally understood catalyst for forcing human beings to 

rapidly expose their true natures, their hidden vulnerabilities, and their desperate 

desires. The ludic objective of identifying the killer is a brilliant, entirely necessary 

misdirection. It occupies the analytical, self-conscious portion of the adult brain, 

giving the players a socially acceptable task to focus on while the true game — the 

intricate, messy, and profoundly beautiful process of building and destroying human 

connections — unfolds entirely in the periphery. We willingly lock ourselves in 

these metaphorical parlors, don these unfamiliar personas, and subject ourselves to 

simulated terror and betrayal not because we are fascinated by the mechanics of a 

fictional crime, but because we are fundamentally, endlessly fascinated by each 

other. We use the extreme, the macabre, and the transgressive as necessary tools to 

break through the suffocating polite distance of our modern lives, desperately 

seeking the raw, undeniable electricity of unscripted human interaction. 

In conclusion, the enduring, passionate appeal of the parlor live-action role-playing 

game lies in its unique ability to safely harbor the magnificent, terrifying 

complexities of adult social behavior. It stands as a testament to the fact that our 

desire for narrative and play does not diminish with age, but rather matures into a 

deeper, more complicated need for emotional resonance and psychological 

exploration. The architecture of suspicion, the weaponization of asymmetrical 

information, and the protective shield of the fictional persona all work in perfect, 

harmonious concert to facilitate this exploration. When the final glass is emptied, the 

character sheets are discarded, and the players step out of the rented hall and back 

into the quiet, mundane reality of the everyday world, they do not carry with them 

the solution to a puzzle. They carry the lingering, visceral memory of an intense, 

shared human experience. The corpse has served its purpose; it has vanished from 

memory, entirely eclipsed by the brilliant, chaotic, and unforgettable conversation it 

was designed to provoke. We gather to find out who held the knife, but we 

remember who held our gaze. 
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To truly appreciate the sophistication of the modern adult salon game as a social 

engine, one must meticulously trace the historical evolution of its mechanical design, 

observing exactly how the constraints placed upon the players have shifted over the 

decades from rigid, puzzle-oriented scripts to fluid, emotionally volatile frameworks. 

In the early era of commercially available murder mystery experiences, popularized 

in the nineteen-eighties by ubiquitous boxed sets intended for casual dinner parties, 

the mechanics were intensely restrictive and entirely subservient to the ludic 

objective. These early iterations functioned essentially as partitioned radio plays. 

Players were tethered to strict, sequentially numbered booklets that explicitly 

dictated not only the specific information they possessed but precisely when they 

were permitted to reveal it to the group. The social engine in these foundational 

games was practically nonexistent, throttled by a design philosophy that prioritized 

the orderly, logical distribution of clues over organic human interaction. A player 

could not spontaneously decide to blackmail a neighbor or orchestrate a secret 

alliance in the kitchen because their script simply did not afford them the mechanical 

or narrative permission to do so. The “murder” in this era was not a catalyst for 

emergent drama; it was merely a static arithmetic problem distributed across eight 

separate pieces of paper. The emotional engagement was correspondingly shallow, 

limited almost entirely to the mild amusement of adopting a humorous accent or 

wearing a theatrical costume. The designers of this era fundamentally misunderstood 

the potential of the medium, treating the participants as mere vocal conduits for a 

predetermined narrative rather than volatile actors capable of generating their own 

compelling friction. 

As the medium matured into the nineteen-nineties, heavily influenced by the 

burgeoning popularity of more expansive, gothic live-action role-playing systems, 

the restrictive chains of the sequential booklet were finally shattered, fundamentally 

altering the architecture of the parlor experience forever. Designers began to 

experiment with the profound concept of free-roaming, asynchronous play. Instead 

of rigid scripts, players were handed comprehensive character biographies and 

exhaustive lists of personal, deeply interwoven objectives that extended far beyond 

the immediate crisis of the central crime. This crucial mechanical shift required a 

completely new method for resolving conflicts that could not be settled through 

simple conversation, leading to the introduction of abstracted resolution mechanics, 

such as the comparative drawing of playing cards or the instantaneous, unobtrusive 

deployment of rock-paper-scissors. While seemingly simplistic, these mechanics 

were incredibly elegant in their application. They allowed for simulated theft, 

physical coercion, or magical combat without ever demanding that the players break 
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the conversational flow to consult a complex rulebook or roll dice on a table. More 

importantly, this era saw the intentional codification of the “hidden traitor” or 

antagonistic role, where the murderer was no longer a passive puzzle piece waiting 

to be discovered, but an active, deceptive agent moving freely through the room, 

actively lying, misdirecting, and potentially eliminating other characters. This 

mechanical evolution transformed the parlor from a static stage into a dynamic, 

terrifying ecosystem, where the social engine was finally allowed to rev up to its full 

potential, powered by genuine paranoia and the thrilling unpredictability of 

unscripted human agency. 

Entering the new millennium, the design philosophy of the salon game experienced 

another radical paradigm shift, heavily informed by the avant-garde, deeply 

psychological traditions of the Nordic live-action role-playing community. The 

focus of the mechanics shifted deliberately away from competitive puzzle-solving 

and tactical resource management, pivoting fiercely toward the curation of 

devastating emotional tragedy and profound psychological exploration. In these 

modern, bespoke scenarios, the mechanics of investigation are intentionally 

simplified, or sometimes entirely obfuscated, to prevent players from hiding behind 

the comfortable, intellectual shield of playing detective. The social engine is no 

longer fueled merely by suspicion, but by an engineered matrix of heartbreak, 

impossible moral dilemmas, and inevitable betrayal. Designers began writing 

characters whose secondary objectives were explicitly designed to fail, ensuring that 

the dramatic arc of the evening would inevitably spiral into compelling, inescapable 

tragedy. A character might be tasked with saving a doomed sibling, reclaiming a lost 

love who is secretly orchestrating their downfall, or desperately hiding a terminal 

illness while negotiating a critical peace treaty. The “murder” in these sophisticated 

frameworks operates strictly as an atmospheric pressure drop, a sudden crisis that 

accelerates the timeline of these impending personal disasters. The mechanics of 

these games are not designed to determine who wins or loses — because in a truly 

successful emotional simulation, everyone loses something — but rather to 

meticulously guide the participants toward moments of excruciating, beautiful 

vulnerability, maximizing the potential for profound emotional bleed. 

Understanding the mechanics of emotional bleed requires moving beyond 

dramaturgical theory and examining the visceral, physiological reality of the player’s 

experience within the magic circle. When a participant is subjected to the intense, 

localized pressure of a well-designed parlor scenario, their body undergoes a 

measurable, undeniable neurological shift. The cognitive dissonance of the 
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experience is profound: the logical, executive functioning centers of the prefrontal 

cortex are perfectly aware that the name tag on their chest is a fiction, that the plastic 

prop weapon is harmless, and that the tears of the person accusing them are the 

product of collaborative acting. However, the older, more primal regions of the 

brain, particularly the amygdala, which is responsible for processing social threats 

and emotional responses, cannot so easily distinguish between a simulated betrayal 

and a genuine one. When an allied character suddenly breaks a sacred, negotiated 

promise in the final hour of the game, the player’s endocrine system reacts 

instantaneously. Cortisol, the primary stress hormone, floods the bloodstream, 

causing the heart rate to spike, breathing to become shallow, and palms to sweat. 

The body physically prepares for a genuine social conflict, initiating a fight-or-flight 

response that the player must consciously suppress and channel entirely into their 

theatrical performance. This biological reality completely obliterates the concept that 

the game is merely an intellectual exercise. The emotions experienced in the parlor 

are not synthetic approximations; they are entirely, physiologically real, generated 

by a fictional stimulus but processed by a very real, very human nervous system. 

This physiological intensity perfectly explains the profound sense of exhaustion and 

disorientation that participants frequently experience in the days following a 

particularly successful and grueling salon scenario, a phenomenon commonly 

referred to within the community as “sub-drop” or “LARP drop.” For four 

consecutive hours, the players’ nervous systems have been operating at absolute 

peak capacity, navigating a relentless gauntlet of high-stakes social interactions, 

complex deceptions, and sudden emotional betrayals. Their brains have been bathed 

in a potent cocktail of adrenaline, dopamine, and cortisol, generated continuously by 

the thrilling friction of the social engine. When the game abruptly concludes, the 

narrative scaffolding is dismantled, and this intense neurochemical stimulation is 

suddenly, violently withdrawn. The return to the mundane, low-stakes reality of their 

daily lives feels jarringly flat and colorless by comparison. The player is left 

physically drained and psychologically bruised, struggling to reconcile the intense, 

genuine emotions they felt with the cold fact that the person who caused them was 

merely playing a role. This post-game depression is not a sign of a flawed 

experience; rather, it is the ultimate proof of the game’s extraordinary efficacy. It 

demonstrates that the architectural design of the scenario successfully bypassed the 

participants’ conscious defenses, hijacking their neurological hardware to create an 

experience so profoundly affecting that the body genuinely mourns its conclusion. 
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The concept of the “alibi,” previously discussed as a psychological shield, must also 

be examined through this strict neurological lens to fully comprehend its remarkable 

power. In mundane adult life, the amygdala is constantly, vigilantly scanning for 

social threats — the disapproval of a superior, the rejection of a peer, the exposure of 

a personal flaw. When such a threat is detected, the resulting anxiety forces the 

individual to modify their behavior, to retreat, apologize, or conform, thereby 

maintaining social harmony at the steep cost of authentic emotional expression. The 

brilliance of the character sheet, the assigned persona, and the overarching 

framework of the murder mystery is that they systematically hack this biological 

defense mechanism. By explicitly labeling the environment as a game, and by 

explicitly instructing the participants to act in ways they normally would not, the 

designer provides the prefrontal cortex with an unimpeachable override code. The 

conscious brain actively instructs the amygdala to stand down, reassuring the 

nervous system that the aggressive confrontation, the cruel insult, or the devastating 

rejection currently occurring is not a genuine threat to the player’s real-world social 

standing. This neurologically granted permission is what allows incredibly 

empathetic, conflict-averse individuals to safely transform into ruthless, terrifying 

antagonists for the duration of the evening. The alibi silences the internal alarms, 

allowing the social engine to push the participants into territories of emotional 

extremity that their own biology would otherwise fiercely prevent them from 

entering. 

It is in these extreme, unregulated territories that the most profound collaborative art 

is generated. Because the participants are liberated from the paralyzing fear of real-

world social consequences, they are capable of incredibly brave, astonishingly raw 

performances that rival traditional theater. The parlor becomes a crucible for 

spontaneous, ephemeral art, where the script is written entirely through the friction 

of conflicting desires in real-time. Consider the incredibly intricate dance of a 

specialized negotiation within this space. Two players, representing deeply 

antagonistic factions, are forced to share a bottle of fictional wine in a secluded 

corner of the room while a simulated storm rages outside. Their overarching ludic 

goal is to discover the identity of the murderer, but their immediate, desperate need 

is to secure a piece of incriminating evidence the other possesses. The resulting 

conversation is a masterclass in layered communication. Every spoken sentence 

carries a dual meaning; every casual gesture is a calculated tell. They are 

simultaneously threatening, seducing, and pleading with one another, utilizing their 

entire physical and emotional presence to extract an advantage without revealing 

their own critical vulnerabilities. This is not the passive consumption of a mystery 
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novel; this is the active, exhausting, and exhilarating generation of human drama. 

The puzzle of the murdered host provides the necessary gravitational pull to bring 

them into that corner, but the blinding heat of the resulting interaction is generated 

entirely by the friction of their collision. 

This extraordinary capacity for generating intense, immediate intimacy between 

relative strangers is perhaps the most valuable, and least understood, function of the 

salon role-playing format. In an increasingly digital, fundamentally isolated society, 

opportunities for profound, unmediated human connection are drastically 

diminishing. We curate our public personas with meticulous care, projecting images 

of success and unbothered stability across social media platforms, while carefully 

sequestering our anxieties, our failures, and our desperate need to be seen and 

understood. The murder mystery game violently shatters this curated isolation. By 

thrusting participants into a simulated crisis and demanding that they lie, cheat, and 

fight for their fictional survival, the game forcibly strips away the veneer of polite 

society. In the heat of the game, players see one another in states of extreme, albeit 

simulated, distress. They witness panic, elation, cunning, and profound vulnerability. 

This shared experience of traversing the emotional extremities of the human 

condition, even within the confines of a fictional narrative, creates a unique, 

powerful bond among the participants. They have seen behind the curtain of each 

other’s social conditioning, having engaged in a deeply collaborative, intensely 

vulnerable act of mutual storytelling. The connection forged in the fires of the parlor, 

built upon a foundation of simulated deceit and fictional tragedy, is paradoxically 

one of the most honest and authentic forms of socialization available to the modern 

adult. 

To understand the absolute totality of this immersion, it is highly instructive to view 

the entry into the parlor game not merely as stepping into a room, but as a willing 

submission to a deeply focused, almost trance-like cognitive state. The ambient 

lighting, the swell of period-appropriate background music, the physical weight of 

the costume, and the solemn recitation of the rules by the host do not simply set a 

mood; they function collectively as a rigorous, environmental induction process. 

Much like a subject focusing intently on a singular point to bypass the critical, 

conscious mind and access the deeply receptive subconscious, the players focus 

entirely on the overwhelming, immediate crisis of the murder. This intense, 

artificially constructed focal point successfully distracts the mundane anxieties of the 

everyday adult brain — the lingering worries about professional deadlines, financial 

obligations, or personal insecurities. By occupying the executive functioning with 
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the immediate logistical demands of alibis and timelines, the deeply structured 

environment allows the emotional, reactive core of the participant to fully accept the 

reality of the fiction. They are no longer pretending to be terrified or elated; within 

the boundaries of this intensely focused state, they genuinely are. The parlor 

becomes an isolated psychological chamber where the external world is entirely 

muted, and the only remaining reality is the desperately urgent, beautifully 

fabricated social friction happening in the immediate present. 

This profound shift in cognitive state illuminates a fascinating, often overlooked 

pedagogical dimension to the adult salon experience. While traditionally viewed 

purely as recreational entertainment, these intense, collaborative simulations 

function as extraordinary engines for experiential learning, specifically in the realms 

of emotional intelligence, complex communication, and empathetic resonance. 

Traditional educational models, particularly for adults, rely heavily on didactic 

instruction, presenting ethical dilemmas or communication strategies as abstract 

theories to be debated at a safe, intellectual distance. The parlor game violently 

subverts this model by forcing the participant to actually live the dilemma. When a 

player is forced to decide between betraying a trusted friend to secure their own 

survival or maintaining their loyalty at the cost of utter fictional ruin, they are not 

passively analyzing a moral hypothetical; they are actively suffering the agonizing 

weight of the choice in real-time. This visceral, embodied experience of navigating 

high-stakes emotional terrain forces the rapid development of profound adaptive 

communication skills. Players must instantly learn how to read micro-expressions, 

how to de-escalate aggressive confrontations without surrendering their own critical 

leverage, and how to articulate complex, desperate needs under extreme duress. The 

rented hall transforms into an unacknowledged classroom where the curriculum is 

the unpredictable, terrifying, and endlessly fascinating spectrum of human nature 

itself. 

The unparalleled efficacy of this immersive learning environment is entirely 

dependent on the complete delegation of narrative agency from the game designer to 

the participants. In virtually all other forms of popular media — literature, cinema, 

and even highly structured video games — the audience is ultimately guided down a 

predetermined path toward a fixed, unalterable conclusion. The author retains 

absolute dictatorial control over the emotional arc. The parlor game, however, 

represents a radical democratization of storytelling. The designer creates the initial 

conditions, establishes the parameters of the crisis, and provides the psychological 

ammunition in the form of the character sheets, but they absolutely relinquish 
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control over how that ammunition is deployed. When the game begins, the designer 

becomes an observer, and the players become the sole, undisputed authors of the 

ensuing tragedy or triumph. If a specific character was mathematically designed to 

be the undisputed villain of the evening, but the player operating that character 

manages to persuasively, genuinely repent and secure the tearful forgiveness of their 

victims, the intended narrative is beautifully, irrevocably shattered. The resulting 

story is infinitely more powerful precisely because it was not ordained by a distant 

creator, but forged in the fiery, unpredictable crucible of genuine human interaction. 

This absolute freedom to fail, to succeed, and to fundamentally alter the emotional 

reality of the room is what elevates the experience from a mere game into a profound 

act of collaborative art. 

To fully engage with this collaborative art form, participants must actively embrace 

the liberating power of the mask. In classical theater, the physical mask was utilized 

to project a singular, exaggerated emotion to the back rows of an amphitheater, 

obscuring the nuanced humanity of the actor beneath it. In the modern salon game, 

the character sheet serves as a conceptual mask, but its function is entirely inverted. 

Rather than obscuring the player’s humanity, the fictional persona provides the 

essential, protective anonymity required to completely unleash it. We all harbor 

latent, often suppressed capacities for ruthless ambition, profound manipulation, 

dazzling charm, and devastating cruelty — capacities that are entirely incompatible 

with the maintenance of a stable, polite adult life. The game provides a socially 

sanctioned, temporally bounded arena where these suppressed facets of the psyche 

can be safely exercised and intensely explored without the risk of permanent real-

world consequence. When a typically introverted, deeply accommodating individual 

dons the persona of a tyrannical, uncompromising aristocrat, they are not simply 

reciting lines; they are being granted the rare, exhilarating opportunity to inhabit and 

weaponize a completely different psychological posture. The thrill of the experience 

lies not in becoming someone else, but in safely unlocking the dangerous, 

suppressed, and wildly fascinating elements of oneself under the impenetrable alibi 

of the fictional narrative. 

This dynamic unmasking occurs within a rigidly enforced, highly artificial economy 

of truth. In the mundane world, truth is generally regarded as a moral absolute, an 

idealized standard of communication that facilitates trust and social cohesion. Within 

the magic circle of the parlor, however, truth is immediately violently decoupled 

from morality and transformed into a highly volatile, strictly finite resource. It 

becomes a commodity to be hoarded, traded, leveraged, and weaponized. The 
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brilliant architecture of the asymmetric information design guarantees that absolute, 

objective truth is impossible to attain without the devastating surrender of personal 

secrets. Therefore, players are forced to engage in a continuous, grueling cognitive 

calculus, constantly weighing the potential value of exposing a small fragment of the 

truth against the terrifying risk of exposing their own crippling vulnerabilities. Every 

conversation becomes a desperate, high-stakes negotiation where words are 

deployed not to illuminate, but to obscure, misdirect, and extract advantage. The 

most powerful characters in the room are rarely those who possess the most 

information, but rather those who demonstrate the most masterful, terrifying fluency 

in the strategic deployment of half-truths and calculated silences. This ruthless 

monetization of honesty forces players to navigate a labyrinth of profound paranoia, 

where every smile is suspect, every offer of assistance is a potential trap, and the 

very concept of trust becomes the most dangerous liability a character can possess. 

The immense, crushing weight of this sustained paranoia is precisely what makes the 

eventual, inevitable dissolution of the fictional reality so overwhelmingly cathartic. 

As the host calls an end to the active gameplay and initiates the formal accusation 

phase, the suffocating atmosphere of suspicion is suddenly, violently punctured. The 

complex, agonizing calculus of deceit is immediately rendered obsolete, replaced by 

the simple, binary mechanics of the ludic puzzle. While we have previously 

established that the revelation of the murderer is narratively anticlimactic compared 

to the preceding social drama, it serves a vital, indispensable psychological function. 

The unmasking of the killer acts as the definitive, undeniable signal that the 

experiment has concluded, that the simulated danger has passed, and that the brutal 

economy of secrets has been officially abolished. It is the necessary structural 

punctuation mark that permits the participants to finally exhale, to drop their 

agonizingly heavy conceptual masks, and to step back across the threshold into the 

safety of their authentic identities. The post-game debriefing that immediately 

follows is not merely a recap of events; it is a frantic, joyous, and profoundly 

necessary ritual of psychological decompression. By enthusiastically dismantling the 

lies they just spent hours meticulously constructing, and by openly marveling at the 

sheer audacity of each other’s deceits, the players actively process the intense 

emotional bleed, neutralizing the residual adrenaline and transforming the simulated 

trauma into a shared, indelible bond of mutual triumph. 

Ultimately, this rigorous examination of the parlor role-playing game fundamentally 

redefines our understanding of the medium. To casually dismiss these experiences as 

mere interactive logic puzzles or theatrical parlor tricks is to entirely misunderstand 
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their profound psychological utility. They are highly sophisticated, meticulously 

engineered social collision simulators, designed specifically to address the chronic, 

pervasive emotional isolation that characterizes modern adult existence. The genre 

is, in truth, entirely misnamed. They are not murder mysteries; they are intricate, 

beautiful, and terrifying human mysteries. The game designer does not write a 

corpse into the center of the room because they are fascinated by the grim mechanics 

of death, but because they possess a deep, cynical, and ultimately optimistic 

understanding of human nature. They know that a sudden, inexplicable tragedy is the 

most universally effective mechanism for forcing heavily socialized, heavily 

guarded adults to abandon their polite defenses and violently collide with one 

another. The ludic objective — the desperate, focused hunt for the fictional killer — 

is a magnificent, utterly indispensable misdirection. It occupies the conscious, 

analytical mind, providing a safe, intellectual justification for the gathering, while 

the true game unfolds entirely in the emotional periphery. We willingly lock 

ourselves in these confined, claustrophobic spaces not to solve a puzzle, but to solve 

the infinite, agonizing, and magnificent puzzle of each other. 

As we survey the scattered character sheets, the empty glasses, and the exhausted, 

profoundly connected participants in the aftermath of the scenario, the overarching 

thesis of this extensive exploration becomes undeniably clear. The corpse on the 

floor is nothing more than a carefully positioned MacGuffin, a diegetic starter pistol 

that triggers an avalanche of pre-programmed emotional catastrophes. The real 

drama, the true art, and the lasting psychological impact lie entirely in the chaotic, 

completely unscripted social web that forms instantly in its wake. The sudden 

introduction of mortality strips away the protective layers of social hierarchy, the 

asymmetric distribution of information forces a ruthless, desperate economy of 

secrets, and the impenetrable shield of the fictional persona grants the participants 

the terrifying permission to act upon their most suppressed, intense desires. Through 

this highly structured, profoundly safe crucible, we are granted a rare, exhilarating 

opportunity to experience the raw, unvarnished intensity of human connection that 

our mundane routines so aggressively prohibit. When the narrative concludes and 

the players return to the quiet reality of their daily lives, the identity of the fictional 

murderer evaporates from memory almost instantly, entirely devoid of lasting 

meaning. What remains, deeply embedded in the emotional architecture of the 

participants, is the visceral, indelible memory of the shared experience — the flush 

of a simulated betrayal, the desperate thrill of a successful manipulation, and the 

profound, terrifying beauty of total vulnerability. The murder is merely the excuse 
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for the conversation. We gather in the shadows to find out who held the knife, but 

we will always, forever remember who held our gaze. 

Corin Thale 

Corin Thale is a sociologically minded performance scholar who examines murder mystery 

play as a framework for status negotiation, gossip, and alliance building. His writing often 

asks how fictional crime becomes a machine for real conversation. He is known among 

colleagues for dry wit, immaculate cardigans, and an enthusiasm for neighborhood cafés 

where, naturally, he eavesdrops in the name of research. 
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  Consent and Constraint: The Ethics of 

Adult Participation in Interactive 

Murder Drama 

  Nadiya Sloane 

 

  Abstract 

This essay argues that consent in adult salon LARP murder mysteries is not merely a safety 

precaution or external ethical add-on, but a structural condition of the form itself. Because 

interactive murder drama relies on embodied play, deception, accusation, flirtation, secrecy, 

power imbalance, and emotional pressure, meaningful consent must govern more than 

physical contact. It must also shape tone, thematic range, role assignment, intensity, and the 

permissible forms of social and psychological interaction. The essay distinguishes informed 

consent from mere participation, showing that players need clarity about dramatic terrain 

even when plot surprises remain hidden. It also argues that adult themes such as sexual 

tension, betrayal, class conflict, and manipulative dependence require careful calibration 

rather than vague assumptions about “mature content.” Far from weakening drama, consent 

strengthens it by preserving autonomy, enabling trust, and making high-intensity play 

sustainable. In this view, ethical design becomes part of the aesthetic architecture of 

interactive murder drama itself. 

Keywords: consent in LARP, adult interactive drama, embodied play ethics, calibrated 

intensity, power imbalance in roleplay, aesthetic architecture of consent 

 

Interactive murder drama occupies a compelling and unstable territory between 

game, theatre, social ritual, and moral experiment. It asks participants not merely to 

watch suspicion, betrayal, seduction, accusation, and collapse, but to inhabit them. In 

adult salon LARPs, especially murder mysteries designed for consenting adults, 

players gather in rooms thick with secrecy and implication, then proceed to lie, 

misdirect, accuse, conceal, negotiate, confess, and perform versions of themselves 
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under pressure. These events can be witty, glamorous, and exhilarating. They can 

also be emotionally sharp, socially exposing, and psychologically demanding. That 

demand is precisely why consent must be understood as central to the form rather 

than incidental to it. The common habit of treating consent as a safety notice 

attached to the outside of play — something practical, administrative, perhaps faintly 

embarrassing, but not really part of the artistic event — fails to grasp what adult 

interactive murder drama actually is. Consent here is not merely a guardrail around 

the experience. It helps determine what the experience can be. 

Much shallow discussion of safety in roleplay assumes that the primary question is 

physical contact. May one touch another player? Under what conditions? What 

happens if somebody needs a scene to stop? These are necessary questions, but they 

are only the surface of a larger design problem. The pressure points of adult murder 

mystery play often arise where no physical contact occurs at all. A character may be 

cornered into a public confession. A player may embody a scene of flirtation with 

someone whose character holds power over theirs. A participant may be assigned a 

role that requires deception of an ally in a manner that feels personally intimate 

rather than theatrically distant. A game may include class humiliation, sexual rumor, 

manipulative family obligations, or scenes of emotional betrayal. None of these 

elements is automatically unethical, and several can be dramatically potent. Yet all 

depend on more than permission to occupy the same room. They depend on 

negotiated understanding about what kinds of pressure, intimacy, manipulation, and 

exposure are actually in play. 

The phrase “consenting adults” is often used casually, as though adulthood by itself 

settles the matter. It does not. Adulthood does not erase vulnerability, eliminate 

boundaries, or render every kind of dramatic pressure equally welcome. If anything, 

adult participation increases the complexity of consent because adult drama 

frequently involves nuance rather than broad taboo alone. A participant may be 

comfortable with accusation but not erotic framing. Another may enjoy romantic 

tension but not improvised coercion. Another may welcome emotional intensity but 

not public humiliation. Another may be content to play a schemer yet deeply 

uninterested in scenes that mirror particular real-world power structures too closely. 

To say that all of these players are adults tells us almost nothing about what they 

actually agree to. The design question is not whether they are grown. It is whether 

the event creates a structure in which their autonomy remains meaningful while the 

drama remains intense. 
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This essay argues that in adult salon LARPs and interactive murder mysteries, 

consent is not an external safeguard added after the true aesthetic work has already 

been done. It is a structural condition of the form itself. Because the medium works 

through embodied presence, uncertainty, deception, accusation, flirtation, emotional 

pressure, and social performance, meaningful consent must govern not only physical 

contact but also tone, thematic terrain, role expectation, intensity, and the 

permissible range of dramatic interaction. Consent shapes what can be hidden 

without being exploitative, what can be surprising without becoming a violation, 

what forms of seduction can become play rather than pressure, and what types of 

accusation can feel thrilling rather than personally destabilizing. In this sense, 

consent is not what remains after the art is secured. It is part of the architecture that 

allows the art to exist at all. 

To develop that claim, it is necessary first to define the form more precisely. An 

adult salon LARP murder mystery is not simply a party game with costumes, nor is 

it identical to free theatrical improvisation. It is a hybrid structure in which players 

assume roles within a fictional social world organized around crime, secrecy, 

suspicion, and revelation. They interact in real time, in shared space, with goals, 

histories, and relationships that are usually partly pre-authored and partly 

improvised. Unlike a static board game, the action unfolds through speech, gesture, 

silence, gaze, posture, and movement. Unlike a scripted play, no single sequence of 

scenes is guaranteed in advance. Unlike a tabletop campaign, the medium is deeply 

embodied and often simultaneous. Several conversations may occur at once. Secrets 

spread unevenly. Public and private scenes collide. The result is a living dramaturgy 

built from social pressure. 

When such a game is explicitly for adults, the designation should not be reduced to 

the presence of sexual content. Adult participation in this context refers more 

broadly to the expectation that the scenario may involve morally complex material, 

ambiguous loyalties, emotional intensity, erotic subtext, power imbalance, class 

hostility, manipulative dependence, and scenes in which social identities are 

performed under strain. One adult murder drama may be arch, decadent, and full of 

icy wit. Another may be psychologically dark and structured around grief or 

coercion. Another may be lush with flirtation and betrayal. Another may focus on 

class resentment and family rot. The common feature is not explicitness for its own 

sake. It is the willingness to use social and emotional complexity as part of the 

dramatic material. 
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This matters because adult salon LARP is a form of embodied social risk. A player 

does not merely imagine being accused of murder, or publicly exposed as an 

adulterer, or manipulated by a lover, or dismissed by an aristocrat. They hear the 

accusation spoken aloud. They feel the room turn toward them. They improvise 

while watched. They choose how much to reveal, how much to conceal, and whether 

to escalate or deflect. The body does not politely remain outside this process. Tone, 

breath, facial expression, timing, and physical orientation all shape the scene. Even 

when everyone knows intellectually that the event is fictional, the experience of 

pressure is immediate because the medium runs through live interaction. This is one 

of the reasons adult murder drama can be so powerful. It is also one of the reasons it 

demands clearer ethical thinking than lighter party entertainment often receives. 

Embodiment changes the stakes of apparently simple dramatic devices. A false 

accusation in a detective novel is one thing. A false accusation delivered face to face 

in front of ten players is another. Flirtation read silently on a page is one thing. 

Flirtation improvised in a room where another player is trying to judge what is in 

character, what is expected, and what is comfortable is another. A scene of class 

humiliation performed with actors following a script is one thing. The same scene 

negotiated in real time by players with varying appetites for intensity and different 

personal histories is another. The live quality of the medium means that ethical 

structure cannot be abstracted away from aesthetic structure. What players are 

permitted to do, what they are invited to attempt, what they can refuse, and how 

clearly the event distinguishes fictional tension from unwanted personal pressure all 

shape what kinds of scenes can emerge. 

For that reason, consent in interactive drama must be understood more broadly than 

physical safety alone. Physical boundaries remain essential. No serious account of 

this form should trivialize rules around touch, proximity, or bodily autonomy. Yet if 

consent is confined to those categories, the analysis remains too narrow to account 

for the medium’s real intensity. Adult murder mystery play frequently derives its 

energy from emotional manipulation, social exposure, strategic dishonesty, coerced-

seeming dependence, romantic ambiguity, humiliating discoveries, or morally 

compromising choices. These are often the engines of the strongest scenes. They are 

also the places where a player can feel overrun even though no one laid a finger on 

them. A mature theory of consent must therefore address not just what may happen 

to a body, but what kinds of pressures may be placed on a player through the fiction 

and through live interaction. 
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A useful way to think about this is as layered consent. One layer concerns touch and 

bodily proximity. Another concerns flirtation and romantic or sexual framing. 

Another concerns deception and manipulative dialogue. Another concerns public 

accusation, shame, or status degradation. Another concerns emotional intensity, 

including scenes of confession, rejection, betrayal, or coercive pressure. Another 

concerns role assignment itself, since a player may discover that the particular role 

they have been given carries thematic implications they would not have chosen. The 

point is not to generate an endless taxonomy for its own bureaucratic pleasure. The 

point is to recognize that agreement to participate in one layer does not automatically 

imply agreement to every other. A player may adore sharp accusation scenes and 

have no interest in embodied seduction. Another may happily play romantic tension 

while disliking parental manipulation or humiliation. A third may be content with 

social cruelty so long as touch remains absent. Treating consent as a single blanket 

approval flattens these distinctions and leaves designers blind to the actual 

complexity of adult play. 

That complexity also reveals the difference between participation and informed 

consent. Voluntary entry into a game is not by itself sufficient. A player can sign up 

enthusiastically for an adult murder mystery while remaining substantially 

uninformed about the kinds of experience the scenario will ask them to inhabit. If the 

player expects witty clue exchange and receives coercive erotic blackmail, the issue 

is not that the player was fragile or mistaken to join an adult event. The issue is that 

the consent structure failed to make the dramatic terrain legible. Informed consent 

does not require that every surprise be spoiled or every plot point disclosed. It does 

require that the participant understand enough about tone, thematic range, likely 

forms of interaction, and possible intensity that their participation remains genuinely 

chosen rather than merely technically voluntary. 

Emotional consent is especially difficult because emotional intensity is contextual 

rather than purely categorical. A player may discover that a scene involving betrayal 

lands far more sharply than anticipated because it emerges after an unusually 

vulnerable confession. Another may be comfortable with accusation in general but 

not with sustained public degradation. Another may be willing to lie as a character 

yet become uneasy when another player uses intimate conversational tactics that blur 

the line between persuasive roleplay and personal pressure. None of these scenarios 

can be solved by a simple rule against intensity. Nor should they be. Adult 

interactive drama is often interesting precisely because it permits pressure, 

ambiguity, and sharp interpersonal stakes. The challenge is that emotional consent 
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must be designed as dynamic and negotiable. The game needs ways for intensity to 

be calibrated without requiring players to choose between silent endurance and total 

collapse of the scene. 

The central paradox of the form appears here. Murder mysteries and interactive 

dramas depend on uncertainty, secrecy, manipulation, and incomplete knowledge. 

Yet informed consent appears to require clarity. How can participants meaningfully 

agree to a scenario if the scenario is built on not telling them everything? The answer 

lies in distinguishing between plot transparency and boundary-relevant transparency. 

Players do not need to know in advance who killed the victim, which alibi is false, or 

exactly how the final reveal will unfold. They do, however, need to know the kinds 

of experience the game may contain. A player can consent to a scenario involving 

sexual rumor, coercive family dynamics, class humiliation, or romantic betrayal 

without being told which character is secretly guilty. The first category concerns the 

ethical terrain of participation. The second concerns the unfolding of narrative 

information. Confusing these categories has allowed many designers to treat ethical 

ambiguity as though it were merely artistic mystery. 

Informed consent in interactive drama is therefore usually thematic and tonal rather 

than exhaustively factual. What matters is not whether every twist is known, but 

whether the participant understands the broad range of dramatic materials with 

which the game will work. Is the scenario primarily witty and catty, psychologically 

dark, romantically charged, politically vicious, or emotionally brutal? Does it 

include seduction as an active tactic, or only background implication? Does it invite 

family conflict that shades toward emotional abuse? Does it use power imbalance 

merely as setting color, or as an engine of scenes? Are public accusations expected 

to be fierce or playful? Is humiliation part of the tone, and if so, in what register? 

These are not spoilers. They are the conditions under which a participant can decide 

whether this is the sort of danger they want to play with. 

Role assignment makes this especially important. A player may willingly join a 

decadent adult mystery and still find themselves wrong-footed if assigned a role 

whose specific materials they would not have selected. One role may involve 

flirtatious blackmail, another coerced marriage pressure, another deep class 

degradation, another manipulative parental authority, another a socially exposed 

affair. If assignment is purely random and no one knows what kinds of material may 

be attached to which roles, then the participant’s general consent to an adult event 

may not be enough. Meaningful autonomy often requires either role choice, role 
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filtering, or sufficiently clear pregame information that a player can opt out or 

redirect if the assigned part crosses a line. Otherwise role assignment becomes a site 

where the event quietly withdraws the very autonomy it claims to respect. 

This does not mean mystery must be flattened into an intake form with better 

tailoring. It means that designers need to distinguish carefully between surprise and 

ambush. Surprise is a dramatic effect produced within consent. Ambush is the 

introduction of unwanted material under cover of dramatic necessity. A player can 

be shocked, accused, deceived, or morally cornered in ways they did not predict and 

still feel entirely respected if the broad shape of the possibility was legible and the 

means of modulation remained available. They can also be technically informed 

about a theme and still feel ethically cornered if the scenario offers no meaningful 

way to navigate its intensity. Information alone is not enough. It must be joined to 

agency. 

Adult themes make this sharper because they are often precisely what gives murder 

drama its richer textures. Sexual tension is one of the most obvious examples. 

Flirtation, jealousy, seduction, transactional intimacy, erotic rumor, and infidelity 

can all be dramatically useful because they bind desire to secrecy and expose self 

presentation under pressure. Yet these materials differ enormously in how they 

function. Some games rely on suggestion, charged glances, veiled remarks, and 

implied histories. Others use direct flirtation as a social tactic. Some include 

seduction as leverage. Some position romantic ambiguity as the core motor of 

suspicion. These are not ethically identical. Nor do all adult players experience them 

similarly. An event that hopes to use erotic charge intelligently needs more than a 

casual assumption that grown people can handle it. It needs calibration. 

Calibration should not be confused with sterilization. Indeed, one of the strongest 

arguments for careful consent design is that it often improves rather than dilutes the 

dramatic result. A flirtation scene is more playable when both players understand the 

range within which it may operate. A seduction attempt becomes dramatically 

sharper when the participants know what forms of embodiment are welcome and 

what forms remain out of bounds. Ambiguity on the level of character desire can be 

delicious. Ambiguity on the level of player consent is usually just bad craft. Adult 

themes become aesthetically potent when their contours are defined enough that 

players can commit to them without worrying whether the floor might drop away 

beneath the fiction. 
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Betrayal offers another instructive case. Murder mystery thrives on betrayal: false 

alibis, hidden alliances, lovers turned informants, siblings protecting and selling one 

another at the same time. Yet betrayal is not a neutral mechanic. Its intensity 

depends on what has been invested beforehand. If a game encourages vulnerable 

alliance-building, confession, or emotional dependence, then later deception can 

land with real force. This can be one of the medium’s finest pleasures. It can also 

become needlessly brutal if the structure invites players to open up but provides no 

framework for handling the resulting rupture. Designers who want betrayal to matter 

should remember that it matters because trust mattered first. The ethical question is 

not whether betrayal belongs in the game. It is whether the game makes betrayal 

playable rather than personally corrosive. 

Class conflict and status degradation are similarly rich and risky. The salon form 

often invites settings steeped in hierarchy: aristocratic households, old money 

families, servants and masters, patrons and dependents, professors and protégés, 

celebrities and assistants, political elites and those who enable them. These 

structures can generate marvelous scenes of contempt, deference, resentment, 

entitlement, and suppressed rage. Yet class-coded humiliation, servility, and 

dismissal can also rub painfully against real-world experience. The point is not to 

ban them. Quite the opposite. Such themes often belong naturally to murder drama 

because crime reveals the rot underneath polished surfaces. But the sharper the 

social hierarchy, the clearer the calibration must be. A player may be delighted to 

perform brittle snobbery and equally uninterested in being cornered into prolonged 

degradation without prior agreement about the tone and terms of such scenes. 

Power imbalance may be the most ethically charged adult theme because it underlies 

so many others. Boss and subordinate, patron and dependent, parent and child, host 

and guest, older and younger-coded lover, police and suspect, noble and servant: 

these are narrative gold mines. They are also forms through which coercion can 

become especially difficult to separate from play. If a scene of seduction involves 

marked inequality, if a scene of accusation involves institutional authority, or if a 

scene of confession rests on economic dependence, then player autonomy needs 

stronger protection, not weaker. Intense power play can be compelling, but only 

when the participants have genuinely consented to the kind of inequality they are 

performing and retain ways to modulate it. Otherwise the scenario may reproduce 

precisely the kind of trapped feeling it claims merely to dramatize. 
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This is why adulthood should not be used as a magic solvent for ethics. Mature 

players often want nuanced material. They may actively seek sharper themes than 

lighter party mysteries provide. But nuance increases the need for specificity. 

“Adults only” is not an aesthetic. “Consenting adults” is not a complete design 

philosophy. The more intricate the thematic terrain, the more deliberate the 

calibration must be. Adulthood multiplies nuance rather than erasing it. 

At this point the relationship between consent and constraint becomes important. It 

is tempting to imagine that consent serves freedom while drama requires limitation, 

as though the two were in fundamental tension. In practice, live drama depends on 

constraints of many kinds. Players accept roles, histories, obligations, secrets, and 

situational pressures. They agree to inhabit worlds of etiquette, suspicion, debt, 

desire, and danger. Without such constraints, the game dissolves into shapelessness. 

The ethical question is therefore not whether constraints exist, but which constraints 

are productively accepted and which become coercive overreach. 

Productive constraint is a limitation the player knowingly enters because it generates 

play. A character may be bound to protect a sibling, maintain appearances, conceal 

an affair, endure suspicion, obey a patron, or remain trapped in a rotten marriage. 

None of these conditions gives the player complete freedom. But if the player 

understands the nature of the pressure and wants to explore it, the limitation 

becomes fertile. It gives them a dramatic problem to inhabit. They are constrained, 

yet actively so. They can decide how to bear, exploit, resist, reinterpret, or finally 

break that pressure within the frame. 

Coercive overreach looks similar from the outside but differs in one decisive respect: 

the player did not meaningfully agree to the form or degree of pressure being 

applied, cannot reasonably avoid it, or lacks any credible mechanism for modulation. 

A scenario becomes ethically suspect when it springs emotionally loaded material on 

a participant under the assumption that dramatic commitment requires submission. A 

player should not have to choose between violating their own boundary and being 

accused of spoiling the art. Intensity without autonomy is not bold dramaturgy. It is 

simply pressure. 

One persistent myth claims that strong consent design weakens agency by giving 

players too many exits, too many ways to soften scenes, too many rights to refuse. 

The better argument is almost the reverse. Agency flourishes when players trust the 

limits of the environment. A participant who knows they can redirect touch, decline 

a line of erotic play, modulate humiliation, or step back from a scene without 
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destroying the entire event is often more willing to take dramatic risks in the first 

place. Trust frees boldness. A player who fears entrapment becomes cautious, 

guarded, evasive, and flat. A player who trusts the frame can commit more fully 

because they are not gambling their autonomy for immersion. 

This interplay between in-fiction and out-of-fiction constraint is aesthetically 

interesting in its own right. Salon LARP frequently stages worlds of etiquette, 

hierarchy, repression, and formal codes. Characters are trapped by class rules, 

marriage norms, inheritance structures, institutional power, or social expectations. 

These fictional constraints create excellent drama. Out-of-fiction consent structures 

create a second layer of rule, but with a different purpose. The fictional rules 

pressure the character. The ethical rules protect the player. The most elegant games 

allow these layers to coexist without confusion. A player can portray a person who 

feels trapped while personally remaining untrapped. That distinction is not a flaw in 

immersion. It is one of the medium’s great technical achievements when managed 

well. 

Deception and accusation illustrate the point sharply. Murder drama requires 

deception. Characters lie about alibis, motives, relationships, and desires. They 

manipulate, omit, redirect, seduce, and feign innocence. This is not only acceptable; 

it is central to the genre. Yet not all deceit operates in the same ethical register. A 

clever bluff over evidence, a false timeline, or a self-serving denial of motive usually 

feels straightforwardly playable. More intimate forms of deception can become 

trickier. A game may encourage one player to cultivate trust, romantic interest, or 

confessional closeness with another for strategic purposes. That can be thrilling. It 

can also edge toward discomfort if the target player did not understand that such 

manipulative intimacy was part of the game’s range. Deception is not inherently 

unethical in play. It becomes ethically fraught when it recruits vulnerabilities or 

expectations that were never meaningfully negotiated. 

Public accusation works similarly. One of the signature pleasures of murder drama is 

the moment when suspicion goes social. To accuse publicly is to take a private 

theory and thrust it into the room, challenging not only the accused but the group’s 

willingness to read events through a new frame. Done well, accusation scenes are 

electric. They produce silence, laughter, scandal, reversal, and moral theater. But 

they also involve exposure and status pressure. Not every player welcomes the same 

degree of public heat. Some relish being the center of suspicion. Others enjoy private 

conflict but shrink from prolonged collective focus. An ethically sophisticated game 
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does not eliminate accusation. It makes accusation playable through expectation-

setting, tone calibration, and available means of modulation. 

Blame introduces another subtle issue. Some players delight in villain roles. Others 

prefer ambiguity. Some are entirely comfortable being despised in fiction. Others 

enjoy suspicion so long as it does not slide into degradation or eroticized shame. A 

game that wants to push characters toward guilt, disgrace, or contamination needs to 

recognize that these are not generic experiences. They are affects with different 

textures. The player willing to be a murderer may not wish to perform sexual 

humiliation. The player comfortable with moral ambiguity may not enjoy becoming 

the room’s designated object of contempt. Precision matters. Without it, “dark adult 

content” quickly becomes an empty umbrella under which very different pressures 

are dumped together. 

Erotic and intimate play magnify all of these concerns. Many adult murder dramas 

use flirtation, longing, seduction, jealousy, and romantic rivalry because desire is 

one of the surest ways to make secrets matter. A murder becomes more volatile 

when somebody loved the victim, wanted them, lost them, used them, or fears being 

exposed through them. Yet erotic charge does not require indiscriminate 

explicitness. In fact, some of the strongest scenes emerge through implication, 

restraint, and dangerous suggestion rather than direct enactment. A charged 

compliment, a hand that does not touch, a pause too long, a rumor delivered with 

smiling malice, a dance declined, a private invitation refused — these often carry 

more dramatic force than improvised explicit intimacy would. 

This distinction between erotic charge and sexual pressure is crucial. A scenario can 

be deeply adult, intensely sensual, and full of desire without requiring players to 

embody acts or language they do not want. Mature design recognizes that 

implication is often more powerful than vagueness, and certainly more powerful 

than careless excess. Players need to know whether flirtation is expected, optional, 

backgrounded, or integral. They need to know whether seduction can be used 

tactically and, if so, within what limits. They need to know whether the game values 

yearning, scandal, predation, tenderness, social performance, or some unstable 

mixture. Desire is dramatically useful precisely because it is already complicated. 

The design should not make it ethically muddy as well. 

Power imbalance makes intimate play especially delicate. A flirtation between social 

equals has one texture. A flirtation between a patron and dependent, noble and 

servant, professor and student-coded character, superior and subordinate, older and 
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younger-coded partner, or host and economically vulnerable guest has another. 

These asymmetries can be dramatically rich because they entangle desire with fear, 

ambition, resentment, and opportunism. They also risk importing structures that 

some players do not wish to embody in a live interpersonal way. The issue is not that 

such material must be banned. It is that it requires overt calibration. A player may 

consent to romantic tension but not to roleplayed sexual coercion. A player may 

enjoy dangerous class flirtation but not improvised degradation. A player may accept 

emotional dependency while rejecting physical implication. These differences 

cannot be guessed from the word “adult.” 

Boundaries here are necessarily granular. One participant may welcome flirtatious 

dialogue but not close physical proximity. Another may be happy with handholding 

or dancing but not kissing. Another may enjoy romantic storyline but not improvised 

sexual humiliation or pressure. Another may consent to being desired but not to 

being cornered. Such distinctions are not fussy obstacles to the art. They are the very 

terms under which the art becomes sustainable. A scene of seduction is stronger 

when both players understand what game they are actually playing. Mystery and 

desire need shape. Without shape, they become social static. 

Psychological safety enters at this point, and it is often misunderstood even by 

experienced players. Psychological safety does not mean comfort, blandness, or the 

elimination of uncertainty. It does not ask murder drama to become gentle to the 

point of sleep. Rather, it means that players retain meaningful control over how they 

participate, can trust the broad terrain of the scenario, and know that the structure 

will not punish them for exercising boundaries. Under such conditions emotional 

intensity can be very high indeed. The critical difference is that the intensity is 

chosen, negotiated, and therefore playable. 

Trust is not merely a moral courtesy in such a context. It is an aesthetic resource. 

Players who trust the frame can commit more fully to scenes of accusation, jealousy, 

confession, coldness, seduction, or breakdown because they are not also defending 

themselves against the possibility that the game will corner them personally. That 

trust often makes the resulting drama better. Vulnerability is more vivid when 

voluntary. Cruelty lands harder when the recipient knows they can remain in the 

scene by choice rather than by endurance. Confession deepens when the player feels 

free enough to risk something emotionally resonant without fearing that the event is 

silently demanding more than they agreed to offer. 



 

Elowen Marr 

 

 

114 

This means that safety and intensity are not opposites. Quite often, stronger trust 

yields stronger play. Participants can lie more boldly, accuse more fiercely, or reveal 

more painfully when they believe the form will hold around them. The architecture 

matters. If the event communicates that boundaries can be exercised without social 

penalty and that dramatic pressure is a shared artistic game rather than a test of 

toughness, then players often do more, not less. The false glamour of “no limits” 

frequently produces cautious, watchful, undercommitted rooms. Players hedge. They 

protect themselves. The event feels brittle. By contrast, a room with clear, respected 

constraints can become startlingly daring because the danger is bounded enough to 

be embraced. 

Transitions out of that danger matter too. Debriefing, aftercare, and role release are 

sometimes treated as separate from the art, yet they are better understood as part of 

the event’s aesthetic containment. Adult murder drama works by building pressure, 

and pressure lingers. The way players leave the fiction shapes whether the 

experience settles as satisfying intensity or as unresolved discomfort. A sharp 

accusation scene, an intimate betrayal, or a socially humiliating revelation may have 

been excellent drama. It still benefits from a process that helps participants step back 

into themselves, recalibrate, and understand what happened. This is not a sign that 

the game failed. It is evidence that the game understood its own potency. 

At the level of design, all of this suggests that consent must be built into the event 

from the beginning rather than affixed after the scenario is otherwise complete. Role 

assignment should include some mechanism for fit or filtering. Pregame materials 

should distinguish spoilers from boundary-relevant content. Theme and tone should 

be described with enough specificity that participants understand whether they are 

entering brittle comedy, socially vicious melodrama, erotic intrigue, psychologically 

dark family collapse, or some other mode. The scenario should make legible whether 

flirtation is optional, whether humiliation is central, whether class cruelty is stylized 

or sharp, whether public accusation is expected, and whether manipulative intimacy 

is a likely tactic. None of this requires giving away the murderer. It requires respect 

for the participant’s right to know what kind of dramatic weather they are stepping 

into. 

Facilitation practices matter as well. The ideal is not constant interruption by 

procedural management, which can flatten the fiction if handled clumsily. Rather, 

the event should make recalibration possible in ways that preserve flow as much as 

possible. Clear rules about touch, language, escalation, and ways to soften or redirect 
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interaction can actually sharpen dramatic play by removing ambiguity at the player 

level. If everyone knows, for example, that a flirtation may be refused in a way that 

remains in character, or that a public accusation can be intense without turning 

personally abusive, or that an intimate scene can cut away while preserving its 

dramatic consequences, then the resulting scenes gain precision rather than losing 

force. 

Tone should guide all such design decisions. Consent is not one-size-fits-all because 

aesthetics are not. A witty country-house scandal with champagne and venomous 

banter will need a different calibration from a psychologically dark game about 

power, sex, and family ruin. A game built around yearning and betrayal will need 

different tools from one built around social brutality and class contempt. The 

question is not which content is universally permissible. It is whether the scenario’s 

methods of consent and constraint suit its artistic ambitions. A game that wants to be 

elegant and icy should not use crude pressure mechanics. A game that wants to be 

lush and emotionally raw should not hide its intensity behind a generic “adult 

themes” label and hope for the best. 

Well designed constraints can even become formal strengths. A clear no-touch rule 

may direct attention toward language, gaze, and distance, making scenes more 

charged rather than less. A policy that offstage intimacy is narrated or implied rather 

than enacted can sharpen the dramatic significance of implication. A structured 

accusation ritual can make public confrontations more theatrical. A firm line around 

what sorts of coercion may be suggested but not embodied can create a style of play 

in which menace becomes more elegant, not less. In this sense, consent does not 

merely limit design. It can focus design. It can force specificity, stylization, and 

intelligence. 

The deeper standard by which adult murder drama should be judged, then, is not 

how extreme it is willing to become. Extremity is cheap. Ambush is easy. 

Uncalibrated pressure can always produce reaction; that is not an artistic 

accomplishment. The stronger standard is precision: how carefully the game aligns 

dramatic ambition with player autonomy. A successful adult salon LARP does not 

ask participants to surrender control for the sake of immersion. It creates a form in 

which control and immersion can coexist, in which pressure is sharp enough to 

matter yet structured enough to remain chosen, and in which danger is theatrically 

potent because it is never confused with entitlement to the player. 
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This is why consent belongs at the center of any serious account of adult interactive 

murder drama. Without it, the form either shrinks into safe superficiality or slides 

into ethically muddled bravado. With it, the form can support sophistication. Players 

can enter scenes of accusation, desire, betrayal, shame, hierarchy, and confession 

knowing that the risks are real in dramatic terms while bounded in ethical ones. That 

combination is not a compromise. It is one of the medium’s highest achievements. 

In the end, consent makes the drama playable. It is not merely the emergency exit, 

the legal precaution, or the polite apology for intensity. It is part of the structure that 

allows secrecy, manipulation, flirtation, accusation, class conflict, and embodied 

tension to become art rather than ambush. Informed consent in this medium does not 

require full plot transparency, but it does require clarity about the kinds of 

emotional, social, and embodied experiences a player may encounter. Adult themes 

demand more calibration, not less. Constraint can deepen agency rather than 

diminish it. Trust can increase rather than dilute dramatic force. The finest murder 

dramas for consenting adults do not suspend autonomy in the name of immersion. 

They preserve autonomy carefully enough that immersion can become deep, chosen, 

and worth the risk. 

A further complication emerges when one considers the difference between 

generalized content warning and actual informed preparation. It is now common in 

many roleplay communities to provide brief notes such as “contains themes of 

violence, betrayal, and sexuality.” Such notes are better than silence, but they are 

often too broad to do the real ethical work required by adult murder drama. 

Violence, betrayal, and sexuality can each cover an enormous range of experiences. 

A scenario in which sexuality appears only as rumor and jealous implication is a 

different proposition from one in which seduction is expected as a tactic of play. A 

scenario involving betrayal through forged documents is different from one 

structured around emotional manipulation between intimates. Even class conflict 

may range from campy snobbery to sustained degradation. The ethical demand is not 

infinite specificity, which would be impossible and dramatically deadening, but 

meaningful specificity. Participants need enough shape to understand not simply that 

something adult may occur, but how the game imagines adulthood. 

This is particularly relevant because players do not arrive as blank instruments. They 

arrive with genre expectations, personal histories, learned social reflexes, and 

different understandings of what counts as ordinary dramatic behavior. One player 

may interpret a raised voice and pointed finger as delicious melodrama. Another 
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may experience the same scene as too close to real conflict. One player may assume 

that flirtation in a salon game will remain verbal and stylized. Another may assume 

that flirtation authorizes increasing bodily proximity unless refused explicitly. One 

player may read manipulation as entirely in character and theatrically bounded. 

Another may be unsure whether they are being pressured as a player to be a “good 

sport” by going along. These differences are not failures of sophistication. They are 

predictable consequences of a form that depends on live social inference. Good 

consent design exists in part to reduce the burden of guesswork. 

The issue of guesswork becomes especially acute around silence. In many roleplay 

communities, players are reluctant to halt scenes or state boundaries directly because 

they fear appearing difficult, unsporting, or insufficiently immersive. Adult murder 

drama can intensify that reluctance because the atmosphere often prizes elegance, 

wit, poise, and emotional control. No one wants to be the person who seems to break 

the spell. Yet a culture that relies on players to object only when something has 

already become intolerable is ethically weak. Consent cannot depend on heroic 

interruption. A robust structure makes normal the idea that scenes may be steered, 

softened, redirected, or declined without social penalty. This normalizing is itself an 

artistic intervention, because it changes how boldly participants can inhabit the 

fiction. 

One way to understand the problem is through the distinction between endurance 

and play. Endurance occurs when a participant remains in a scene primarily because 

leaving or redirecting it feels more costly than continuing. Play occurs when the 

participant remains because they want to continue exploring what the scene is doing. 

The two may look similar from the outside. Both involve staying in character, 

responding, and perhaps even escalating. But the internal ethics differ completely. 

Adult interactive murder drama should strive for the second condition. Its intensity 

should arise from chosen engagement, not from a player quietly calculating that 

objecting would be socially harder than persevering. 

Role briefs can either support or undermine this goal. A well designed role packet 

does more than provide motive and backstory. It can indicate the intended range of 

certain dynamics, clarify whether flirtation, humiliation, deference, or command are 

expected parts of the role, and frame these in ways that help a player understand 

what they are being invited to do. By contrast, a role packet that casually reveals 

midway through play that a character is expected to endure unwanted erotic 

pressure, manipulative parental authority, or public sexualized disgrace is not merely 
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surprising. It shifts the ethical ground under the player’s feet. If designers want to 

use volatile material, they need to think of role packets not simply as engines of 

secrecy but as instruments of consent communication. 

This becomes especially evident in games where the same scenario may be cast 

differently each time. One player may find a domineering aristocrat exhilarating to 

play, leaning into hauteur and cruelty with theatrical relish. Another may feel 

uncomfortable if the role seems to require ongoing degradation of lower-status 

characters in ways too close to real-world class contempt. Likewise, the servant role 

one player enjoys as a chance for strategic invisibility and razor-edged observation 

may feel to another like an unwanted demand for embodied subordination. These 

differences are not evidence that one player is braver or that another is prudish. They 

indicate that role design and player preference interact in ways that matter deeply. 

Choice architecture around role selection can therefore be one of the most ethical 

design tools available. Allowing players to indicate appetite for certain themes or 

styles of pressure before casting preserves more mystery than one might think while 

dramatically increasing trust. 

It is also important to note that consent is not static once the game begins. Even 

when pregame preparation is excellent, actual scenes may generate unexpected 

intensities. A romantic dynamic that looked playful on paper may feel far more 

charged once embodied. A betrayal that seemed abstract in the brief may hit harder 

after an hour of alliance-building. A class conflict scene may become unexpectedly 

personal because of tone or phrasing. This does not mean the design failed. It means 

live social art creates emergent affects. Ethical architecture must therefore allow 

ongoing calibration. The participant’s autonomy cannot be exhausted at the moment 

of signup or briefing. Consent in this medium is best understood as continuous 

permission to remain, reshape, intensify, or decline in response to how the fiction is 

actually landing. 

This continuity of consent also reveals why player autonomy should not be confused 

with the right to avoid all consequence. Some of the richest scenes in adult murder 

drama involve the character being trapped, compromised, seduced, publicly 

cornered, or emotionally undone. A player can consent to those experiences 

precisely because they know the trap is theatrical rather than total. That distinction is 

subtle but decisive. The character may be unable to leave the marriage, silence the 

scandal, refuse the accusation, or escape the family debt. The player must still be 

able to regulate how that pressure is embodied. A scene can depict helplessness 
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without creating helplessness. Indeed, the entire achievement of the medium 

depends on that difference. 

There is a related misconception that safety tools or explicit negotiation inevitably 

pull players out of immersion. That claim is often made with great confidence and 

very little evidence. In practice, what most often breaks immersion is not the 

existence of consent structures but uncertainty about whether boundaries will be 

recognized. A player wondering whether a flirtation is expected to become physical, 

whether an accusation is sliding toward personal aggression, or whether refusal will 

be read as poor play is already not immersed. They are engaged in anxious meta-

monitoring. Clear structures reduce this noise. They may occasionally make 

themselves visible, but visibility is not the same as artistic failure. One can lose a 

moment of surface seamlessness and gain a much deeper level of commitment 

across the whole event. 

Theatrical traditions offer an instructive comparison. Stage combat, intimacy 

choreography, and formal rehearsal protocols do not weaken performance by making 

its structure visible to the actors. They enable reliability, trust, and repeatable 

precision. Live roleplay differs in that its content is not fully scripted and its scenes 

emerge in real time, but the principle is similar. Negotiated parameters do not 

destroy spontaneity. They shape it. A duel scene becomes more intense when both 

participants know how blows may be represented. An intimate scene becomes more 

resonant when both know what contact, implication, or language is available. A 

public accusation becomes more thrilling when players trust that vehemence will not 

become personal attack. The same logic applies to adult murder drama broadly. 

Negotiation is not the enemy of art. Sloppiness is. 

This is also why the rhetoric of “realness” can be misleading in discussions of adult 

play. Some designers prize emotional rawness or psychological immediacy and 

worry that explicit consent procedures will domesticate the experience. Yet the form 

is never simply real. It is always mediated through role, setting, genre, and 

convention. What matters is not preserving some imaginary purity of spontaneous 

feeling, but creating a coherent aesthetic field. A game may aim for vulnerability, 

danger, and volatility, but those qualities remain shaped. The strongest work often 

comes not from stripping away all mediation, but from choosing the right mediation. 

A clear consent framework is one such mediation. It determines how close to the 

wire the game may safely run. 
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Another useful question concerns what exactly players are consenting to when they 

agree to deception. Murder drama obviously requires that characters mislead one 

another. Still, the emotional experience of being lied to varies widely depending on 

context. There is a difference between being deceived about a clue and being 

deceived within a scene framed as emotionally intimate. There is also a difference 

between a lie that serves mystery and a lie that pressures a player into forms of play 

they did not want. Suppose a scenario encourages a character to feign romantic 

interest to gain access to evidence. That can be an excellent dramatic device if 

everyone understands that romantic manipulation is part of the game’s possible 

range and has consented accordingly. Without that understanding, the same device 

can feel like the game is using desire as a trap at the player level rather than merely 

at the character level. Designers must therefore think not only about whether 

deception is justified in fiction, but what kinds of relational labor it asks players to 

perform. 

Public ritual can help here. Many effective murder dramas build structures for 

accusation, confession, or revelation that are deliberately theatrical. Dinner table 

announcements, formal toasts, inquiry circles, inheritance readings, or tribunal-like 

confrontations create stylized containers for intense content. Such containers can be 

ethically useful because they frame pressure as part of a recognizable ritual rather 

than as unbounded social force. A player may feel much safer being fiercely accused 

during a designated accusation phase than being hounded without structure for an 

hour by whoever happens to find them in the hallway. Ritual does not necessarily 

soften content. Sometimes it intensifies it. But it also gives shape and expectation, 

which in turn supports consent. 

The same principle applies to status play. Social hierarchy is among the most 

compelling materials in salon LARP because it lets players explore politeness as 

violence, dependence as strategy, and manners as masks. Yet status can easily 

become muddy if players are unsure how far contempt, command, deference, or 

humiliation are meant to go. One elegant solution is stylization. A game may signal 

that hierarchy is to be played in crisp, elevated language rather than personalized 

insults. Another may encourage cruel wit rather than prolonged degradation. 

Another may formalize commands and refusals through titles, ritual phrases, or 

status mechanics. These decisions are not merely decorative. They convert social 

domination from vague pressure into interpretable artifice, which often makes it 

more, not less, dramatically effective. 
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It is worth emphasizing, too, that autonomy in this context does not mean 

symmetrical power among all players. Asymmetric authority can be dramatically 

fruitful. A judge, hostess, patriarch, patron, inspector, or aristocrat may hold more 

in-fiction power than others. A scenario may deliberately create relations of 

dependence or subordination. The ethical requirement is not that everyone have 

identical fictional leverage. It is that the players themselves remain able to navigate, 

negotiate, and shape how those asymmetries are expressed. A servant character may 

kneel in the fiction because the player chooses to explore that dynamic. The problem 

begins when the player no longer feels free to modulate how such submission is 

embodied or interpreted. 

There is also a question of literacy in consent itself. Experienced communities 

sometimes assume a shared vocabulary that newcomers do not possess. Phrases like 

calibration, bleed, checking in, or off-game boundary may be common in one circle 

and opaque in another. Adult murder mysteries often attract players from mixed 

backgrounds: theatre people, tabletop gamers, casual mystery enthusiasts, Nordic 

LARP veterans, and complete newcomers enticed by the glamour of the event. An 

ethical design cannot rely on subcultural shorthand alone. It must teach its own rules 

of participation clearly enough that the least initiated player still knows what kinds 

of negotiation are possible. Otherwise the event reproduces hidden hierarchies of 

comfort and fluency that undermine the very autonomy it claims to honor. 

One should also consider the temporality of consent after the game. Some scenarios 

invite continued discussion, social mingling, or even flirtatious afterglow that blurs 

the end of character interaction. This can be delightful when mutual and clearly 

chosen. It can also be confusing if players are not sure when intense in-character 

dynamics have actually ended. Role release is therefore not merely a therapeutic 

addendum. It clarifies the borders of the artistic frame. When the game concludes, 

players benefit from knowing which obligations, hostilities, attractions, and 

manipulations remain fictional and which forms of after-conversation are genuinely 

welcome. A clean exit can prevent the sort of muddy aftermath that causes 

participants to re-evaluate scenes not because the scenes were bad, but because the 

transition out of them was poorly held. 

The strongest designs often understand that player care and character cruelty can 

coexist. Indeed, their coexistence is one of the medium’s singular pleasures. Two 

players may be kind, attentive, and scrupulous with one another while portraying 

characters engaged in venomous accusation or exquisitely calibrated seduction. The 
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artistry lies in keeping those layers distinct enough that each can flourish. This is 

easier said than done, of course, but it is precisely why consent belongs inside the 

aesthetic architecture rather than floating above it as abstract virtue. The form asks 

players to do complicated double work: to embody danger while preserving trust. 

That is not accidental labor. It is the craft. 

If there is a single design error that recurs across weaker adult murder dramas, it is 

the assumption that darker content automatically produces deeper experience. Often 

the reverse is true. A game that casually invokes sexual coercion, familial abuse, 

class degradation, or manipulative dependency without carefully built consent may 

produce shock, awkwardness, or silence, but not depth. Depth comes when the 

scenario creates enough structure that players can commit to difficult material 

without becoming lost in it. Sometimes this means less explicitness. Sometimes it 

means more stylization. Sometimes it means role choices that allow participants to 

self-select into sharper dynamics. Sometimes it means making certain acts offstage 

but narratively central. The mature question is never “How far can we push?” as 

though extremity were the measure of seriousness. The better question is “What 

shape of risk will make this material most playable, resonant, and ethically 

coherent?” 

This question also illuminates the role of refusal. In some artistic circles, refusal is 

imagined as the end of the scene, the thing that prevents drama from developing. Yet 

refusal can itself be profoundly dramatic. A rebuffed flirtation, a declined command, 

a refusal to confess, a calm refusal to be humiliated, a refusal to continue a line of 

accusation in its present form — these can all generate excellent play. When players 

know refusal is available, it becomes a meaningful choice rather than a catastrophic 

break. The fiction can absorb and transform it. In this sense, autonomy does not 

merely protect the player from the drama. It generates new dramatic possibilities. 

The same can be said for check-ins when elegantly integrated. A brief out-of-

character calibration, whether verbal or mechanical, can preserve a scene at the exact 

moment it might otherwise become untenable. The result is not a failed scene but a 

scene saved. Purists may complain that such moments expose the machinery. Yet all 

theatre has machinery. The real question is whether the machinery supports the 

intended effect. In adult interactive murder drama, where the intended effect often 

includes volatile emotion, loaded implication, and socially risky play, machinery that 

preserves trust is not a compromise. It is a mark of form-conscious design. 
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Finally, it is important to recognize that consent has a collective dimension as well 

as an individual one. A game establishes norms about what the group will treat as 

stylish, plausible, excessive, cruel, funny, erotic, humiliating, or out of bounds. 

These norms shape every scene, including those between players who never 

explicitly negotiate with one another. A room that has learned, for example, that 

public accusation should be sharp but not personally insulting will play differently 

from a room in which volume and personal intensity are admired as signs of 

commitment. A room that understands flirtation as suggestive and verbal will handle 

desire differently from one that treats bodily escalation as normal unless stopped. 

Group culture is therefore part of consent architecture. Designers and facilitators 

build not just individual permissions but communal expectations. 

When these expectations are well established, the resulting drama can be 

astonishingly rich. Players dare more because the boundaries of daring are legible. 

Characters may spiral, lie, seduce, condemn, collapse, and betray with spectacular 

conviction. And afterward, the participants can emerge from the fiction with a sense 

not that they survived something inflicted upon them, but that they made something 

together. That distinction is the whole matter. Adult interactive murder drama asks 

for risk. Consent is what makes that risk mutual, shaped, and worth taking. 

A final perspective comes from considering memory. What do players remember 

after a successful adult murder drama? They rarely remember only the mechanics of 

the clue trail. More often they remember that a confession landed precisely because 

the scene felt safe enough to risk honesty within the role. They remember that an 

accusation cut deeply because the room had earned the right to hold such intensity. 

They remember that a flirtation was delicious because it was shaped, bounded, and 

charged with uncertainty rather than muddied by genuine doubt about consent. They 

remember that a villainous lie was fun because the deception belonged clearly to the 

fiction. These memories are evidence that ethics and aesthetics were never separate 

domains. The very scenes participants treasure are usually those in which the 

structure held them firmly enough that they could go further. 

This also helps answer the recurring worry that explicit consent architecture makes 

adult play feel clinical. What actually makes a game feel clinical is often not 

consent, but mistrust. Mistrust produces cautious conversations, hedged 

performances, and participants who spend energy monitoring whether they are safe 

instead of playing. By contrast, a game with clear consent practices can feel lush, 

dangerous, elegant, and immediate because the players are not silently solving an 
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ethical puzzle in every interaction. They already know the broad contours of the 

field. They can spend their energy on seduction, suspicion, wit, panic, and ambition 

because the underlying terms of engagement have been made legible. Good ethics 

can disappear into confidence. That disappearance is not proof that consent was 

unnecessary. It is proof that it worked. 

One might even argue that the most sophisticated adult murder dramas are 

distinguished from weaker commercial party mysteries precisely by this ethical 

literacy. A light boxed mystery often survives on caricature because caricature limits 

risk. The jealous actress, the pompous colonel, the greedy nephew, and the sultry 

singer can insult and accuse one another in broad strokes without much calibration 

because the form expects emotional superficiality. Salon LARP for adults seeks 

more. It wants sharper motives, stranger loyalties, sexier implications, crueler 

reversals, and more emotionally resonant choices. But the very ambition that gives it 

artistic depth also removes the protection of cartoon distance. Once the game aims 

for intimacy, ambiguity, hierarchy, longing, dread, or shame, it can no longer rely on 

genre camp alone to keep everyone comfortable. It needs stronger ethics because it 

wants stronger art. 

This is why the language of “safety mechanics” can be a little too small for what is 

at stake. Mechanics matter, certainly. Yet the deeper issue is not merely having 

tools, but understanding what they are for. They are not there only to stop disaster. 

They are there to shape style. They make possible certain forms of tension and 

foreclose others. They tell players what kinds of bravery are welcome. They define 

whether this is a game where flirtation lives in verbal spark and gaze, or one where 

body language may go further; whether this is a game where humiliation is stylized 

and social, or one where it may become more intimate; whether this is a game where 

accusation is ritualized, or one where it can erupt anywhere. In that sense, consent is 

aesthetic grammar. It sets the syntax of danger. 

The most compelling implication of all this is that adult participation in interactive 

murder drama is best understood as a collaboration in deliberate vulnerability. 

Players agree to be deceived, but only in certain ways. They agree to be pressured, 

but not trapped. They agree to feel something, but not to surrender authorship over 

how they feel it. They agree to enter a world of secrets, lies, flirtations, betrayals, 

hierarchies, and revelations, trusting that the form will convert these into scenes 

rather than into accidents. The collaboration is delicate because it asks for both 

surrender and control, both immersion and awareness, both risk and reservation. 
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When it works, the result can feel almost paradoxical: a room full of people 

pretending to threaten one another while actually protecting the conditions that let 

the threat feel real. 

That paradox is not a weakness of the medium. It is one of its most interesting truths. 

The player who can say no is often the one most able to say yes with conviction. The 

participant who understands the rules of danger can step closer to it. The game that 

does not confuse coercion with intensity can sustain a far richer range of emotional 

and social stakes. In the final analysis, then, consent and constraint are not opposing 

principles in adult interactive murder drama. They are mutually constitutive. 

Constraint gives form to play. Consent makes that form inhabitable. Together they 

produce the special kind of dramatic risk that the salon LARP murder mystery does 

better than almost any adjacent form: chosen danger in elegant rooms, where secrecy 

is sharp, betrayal is theatrical, desire is negotiated, and every accusation lands 

because everyone involved has agreed, in the deepest sense, to make it matter. 

Designers who grasp this are usually the ones whose games continue to resonate 

after the evening ends. Their players speak not only about the solution, but about 

feeling able to take dramatic chances without being swallowed by them. They 

describe scenes that were sharp, embarrassing, seductive, ugly, or heartbreaking, yet 

still clearly part of a trusted frame. They speak of an accusation that thrilled because 

it was merciless in character and careful out of character, of a flirtation that crackled 

because both participants knew exactly how far implication could go, of a betrayal 

that hurt in the satisfying way fiction can hurt when its edges are held. Those reports 

point toward the same conclusion. The ethics were not simply functioning in the 

background. They were part of what gave the scenes their force. In adult salon 

LARP, the most memorable drama is not produced by abandoning consent, but by 

giving it enough structure that players can explore pressure, cruelty, erotic charge, 

and moral compromise with artistry instead of mere endurance. 

For that reason, any serious critical vocabulary for this medium should retire the lazy 

opposition between safety and seriousness. It should stop treating consent as a polite 

preamble to the “real” game and recognize instead that adult interactive murder 

drama is built from negotiated forms of pressure. The mystery works because people 

can accuse without actual malice, deceive without actual betrayal, tempt without 

actual entitlement, and submit or refuse without losing authorship over their 

participation. The room becomes dangerous in exactly the proportion that it remains 
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trustworthy. Remove trust, and danger curdles into confusion. Remove danger, and 

trust becomes bland. The art lies in their combination. 

That combination is what makes the salon format so strangely powerful. It takes the 

most civilized of surfaces — cocktail dresses, silver trays, old family portraits, 

measured voices, inherited etiquette — and fills them with volatility. But volatility 

alone is cheap. The better achievement is volatility that can be entered on purpose. 

When players know that the fiction may cut close, yet also know that they remain 

free inside it, the resulting scenes acquire a density that neither loose party games 

nor rigid scripted theatre can quite match. They are lived, but not uncontrolled; 

risky, but not heedless; intimate, but not confiscatory. That is the ethical art form 

hidden inside the murder mystery. 

Consent, then, should be read not as permission reluctantly obtained so the game 

may proceed, but as part of the game’s formal composition. It tells the scenario what 

kinds of secrets may sting, what kinds of lies may seduce, what kinds of accusations 

may burn, and what kinds of silences may remain beautiful instead of oppressive. In 

adult interactive murder drama, the ethics are in the staging. Without that staging, 

the party may continue, but the drama will never become playable. 

Nadiya Sloane 

Nadiya Sloane is an ethics-centered theatre researcher whose work addresses consent design, 

participant boundaries, and the moral architecture of adult interactive performance and kink. 

She is especially interested in how rules can protect vulnerability without flattening drama. 
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Themes Beyond the Murder Itself 
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  Abstract 

This essay argues that in consent-based adult murder mystery salon LARPs, the murder itself 

is often less dramatically significant than the desires, tensions, and social contradictions 

surrounding it. Rather than treating the crime primarily as a forensic puzzle, the essay 

reframes it as a catalyst that exposes erotic rivalry, marital strain, greed, shame, blackmail, 

jealousy, resentment, revenge, and status anxiety. It distinguishes adult content from adult 

complexity, showing that mature interactive drama is not defined by decorative scandal or 

explicit surface material, but by relational depth, contradiction, and consequence. Through 

this lens, romance, sex, money, class pressure, and emotional dependency deepen roleplay 

because they complicate loyalty, self-presentation, and choice. The essay concludes that a 

dramatically mature adult mystery integrates these themes into the structure of play so that 

the murder reveals not only who killed, but what the living wanted, feared, endured, and 

concealed in order to maintain their place in the room. 

Keywords: adult salon LARP, relational drama, erotic rivalry, adult complexity, shame and 

blackmail, murder as catalyst 

 

Introduction: The Corpse and the Conversation 

The conventional murder mystery begins with a body and promises an answer. 

Someone dies, someone lies, clues scatter, and the audience or players are invited 

into an economy of suspicion whose implied reward is solution. The structure is old 

because it works. It gives a gathering a center of gravity, a reason to ask impolite 

questions, and a practical excuse for secrets to surface. Yet in adult murder mystery 

salon LARPs, especially those designed for consenting adults and built around social 
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interaction rather than pure deduction, the body on the carpet is often less 

provocative than the living people in the room. Players may enter expecting a 

whodunit and leave remembering something else entirely: the affair exposed too 

publicly to deny, the brittle marriage that collapsed under one more pressure than it 

could bear, the dependent heir who finally named the family cruelty everyone had 

normalized, the blackmail victim whose shame mattered more to them than the 

threat of prison, the old friend who wanted revenge less for the crime than for twenty 

years of humiliation. The corpse begins the evening. The conversation tells the story. 

That distinction matters because murder mysteries are still too often judged 

according to puzzle logic alone. Was the culprit hidden fairly? Did the clues support 

the answer? Was the reveal coherent? These are legitimate questions, and nobody 

wants a mystery held together by string, hope, and suspiciously convenient timing. 

Still, salon LARP is not simply a delivery system for puzzle design. It is an 

embodied, social, improvised, and often emotionally volatile form. It takes place not 

in the clean mental space of armchair deduction but in rooms full of posture, voice, 

embarrassment, vanity, attraction, resentment, and performed self-command. Under 

those conditions, the murder is rarely the only active force, and often not the richest 

one. A death brings urgency, but erotic rivalry, marital disappointment, greed, 

shame, jealousy, revenge, and class panic are what give that urgency human grain. 

Adult-oriented scenarios reveal this especially clearly. They are not “adult” merely 

because they include cocktails, sharp clothes, innuendo, or some decorative hint that 

everyone in the room has kissed the wrong person at least once. They become 

mature in a more serious dramatic sense when the tensions surrounding the murder 

are relationally dense and morally compromised. One character may long for 

someone they should not want. Another may remain in a marriage for reasons too 

tangled to summarize with a glib line about love or money. A family may preserve 

itself through lies that are both monstrous and understandable. A social climber may 

fear humiliation more than bankruptcy. A blackmailer may be cruel, but not as cruel 

as the world in which exposure means annihilation. In these cases, the murder 

matters not simply because it must be solved, but because it destabilizes the hidden 

arrangements that kept the room functioning before the victim died. 

This essay argues that in consent-based adult murder mystery salon LARPs, the 

murder is often less dramatically significant than the desires, frustrations, rivalries, 

and social performances that surround it. The strongest adult scenarios use the crime 

not primarily as a forensic puzzle, but as a frame through which erotic tension, 
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marital strain, greed, shame, blackmail, jealousy, revenge, and status anxiety become 

visible, actionable, and socially volatile. Mature interactive drama, on this account, 

is not defined by sensational detail or explicit surface content. It is defined by 

relational complexity: by the ways adult motives overlap, contradict, and implicate 

one another in scenes that players can inhabit, negotiate, and remember. 

To make that case, the discussion proceeds in several stages. It first defines the adult 

salon LARP murder mystery as a relational form rather than a merely puzzle-based 

one. It then distinguishes adult content from adult complexity, since those are not 

remotely the same thing no matter how many games pretend otherwise. From there, 

it turns to the core claim that murder is often structurally central but emotionally 

secondary, functioning as a catalyst that brings more durable tensions to the surface. 

Subsequent sections examine the major thematic clusters that frequently make these 

games dramatically rich: erotic rivalry and desire, domestic strain, greed and status 

anxiety, shame and blackmail, jealousy and resentment, revenge and the long 

memory of injury. The essay concludes by proposing criteria for dramatically mature 

design, arguing that an adult mystery becomes serious not when it is more explicit, 

but when the themes beyond the murder are integrated deeply enough that they alter 

choices, scenes, and consequences. A mature murder mystery is not simply about 

who killed whom. It is about what the living wanted badly enough to lie for, marry 

for, endure for, and perhaps destroy one another over. 

Defining the Form: Adult Salon LARP as Relational 

Interactive Drama 

A salon LARP murder mystery belongs to an unusual family of forms. It borrows 

from detective fiction, social theatre, improvisation, party ritual, and game design, 

yet it is fully reducible to none of them. Unlike a conventional mystery novel, it does 

not guide a passive reader through a sequence of disclosures. Unlike a scripted play, 

it does not determine scene order or dialogue in advance. Unlike a board game, it 

does not confine action to clearly enumerated mechanical turns. Unlike free 

improvisational theatre, it usually begins with assigned characters, structured 

histories, pre-authored secrets, and a carefully loaded social situation. What emerges 

in play is therefore neither wholly authored nor wholly spontaneous. It is produced 

through a combination of design and live interaction, and that interaction is usually 

most intense when it revolves around social relation rather than procedural clue 

handling. 
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The salon or parlor setting matters enormously. These games are often staged in 

bounded domestic or semi-domestic environments: drawing rooms, dining rooms, 

manor houses, hotel salons, embassies, clubs, libraries, old family estates, winter 

lodges, or elegant receptions. Such spaces create specific dramaturgical conditions. 

People remain visible to one another. Privacy is partial, never total. Conversations 

can be overheard, interrupted, or recontextualized when the room shifts. Formality 

becomes a resource. So do seating arrangements, hostly rituals, doors left ajar, and 

the social rules that determine who may approach whom, who can command 

attention, and who must wait to be invited into confidence. In other words, the salon 

setting privileges relation. Even before the first accusation is made, the room itself is 

already teaching the players that status, intimacy, exclusion, and decorum will 

matter. 

That is why it is misleading to think of these games as pure mystery structures into 

which characters are simply inserted. The interaction is not merely instrumental to 

the solution. It is often the substance of the experience. A player is not only asking 

where another character was at midnight. They are asking it as a wife, rival, 

benefactor, discarded lover, anxious heir, disgraced daughter, charming fraud, or 

long-suffering friend. The question acquires weight because of who asks it, how they 

ask it, what they hope to prove, what they fear in the answer, and what the 

relationship between the two characters already contains. The murder may authorize 

the conversation, but the conversation does not belong to the murder alone. 

The word “adult” requires equal care. In common usage, especially in game 

marketing, “adult” can be used with all the elegance of a motel neon sign. It can 

mean mildly risqué. It can mean bawdy jokes. It can mean costume decadence, 

adulterous implication, and the assumption that if everyone is holding a martini, 

complexity has somehow been handled. That is not the sense that matters here. Adult 

in this essay refers not simply to explicit material, but to the dramatic willingness to 

engage mature social realities: marriages that persist without trust, desire that 

coexists with resentment, family structures held together by financial dependency 

and public performance, class humiliation disguised as manners, shame that shapes 

action more strongly than guilt, affection mixed with opportunism, and motives too 

contradictory to fit comfortably into hero-villain simplifications. 

Such material becomes especially potent in a consent-based framework. The essay’s 

emphasis on consent is important because adult relational themes are most 

theatrically effective when players can enter them knowingly and modulate them 
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safely. Erotic charge, emotional betrayal, public shame, blackmail, and status 

degradation are not interesting because they are reckless. They are interesting 

because they can be played as pressure without becoming exploitation. Consent-

based design does not weaken the material. It gives it playable shape. That is crucial 

to the distinction between adult complexity and mere sensational clutter. A mature 

salon LARP is not one that throws darker themes into the room and hopes the 

players sort themselves out. It is one that gives those themes enough ethical contour 

to become dramatically sustainable. 

This form should therefore be understood as relational interactive drama framed by 

murder rather than as a murder puzzle lightly draped in adult style. The crime 

remains important. It provides urgency, suspicion, and often the initial distribution 

of stakes. But the richest activity is usually not the neutral assembly of facts. It is the 

movement of feeling, status, leverage, longing, and self-deception through a socially 

constrained room. People in these games do not simply possess information. They 

possess histories with each other. They carry wounds, aspirations, anxieties, debts, 

and fantasies. They also carry faces they wish to present to the group. Murder 

matters because it strips or distorts those faces, forcing private tensions into public 

circulation. To call the form relational is not to deny the mystery. It is to clarify the 

medium through which the mystery actually lives. 

Adult Content Versus Adult Complexity 

One of the chief confusions in the design and criticism of adult murder mystery play 

lies in the failure to distinguish adult content from adult complexity. The two are 

frequently treated as interchangeable, which is one reason so many supposedly 

mature scenarios feel like adolescents borrowing their older sibling’s silk robe and 

trying to pass as worldliness. A game may contain sexual references, scandalous 

rumors, illicit affairs, elegant vice, cocaine jokes, extravagant costumes, and 

everyone speaking with the weary confidence of people who have definitely sinned 

before breakfast. None of that makes it mature in a dramatic sense. It may be stylish, 

entertaining, or camp. It may even be great fun. But adult atmosphere is not the same 

thing as adult depth. 

Adult content, in its decorative sense, consists of visible markers. It signals that the 

game is not for children through surface features: innuendo, decadence, erotic 

suggestion, cynical wit, vice, maybe some profanity, perhaps a hidden lingerie 

drawer or a countess with a lover and a gambling problem. These things can be 
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delightful. They can create tone quickly. They can help players understand that the 

world of the game includes appetite, impropriety, and moral looseness. But they 

remain external unless tied to consequence. A line about everyone sleeping with 

everyone else is mere garnish if nothing in the structure requires players to navigate 

the social, emotional, or strategic consequences of such entanglement. 

Adult complexity works differently. It does not depend on explicitness so much as 

contradiction. It appears when characters are bound by motives that are plausible, 

layered, and difficult to resolve cleanly. A spouse may no longer love their partner 

and still dread the idea of losing them. A mistress may want recognition and secrecy 

at the same time. A social dependent may hate the family whose money they need. A 

child may crave the approval of the parent they most resent. A blackmailer may be 

morally compromised and still less cruel than the conditions that made the hidden 

truth dangerous. Adult complexity means that the characters are not just scandalous; 

they are compromised in ways that expose competing needs, identities, and loyalties. 

The difference often turns on consequence. An affair becomes mature drama not 

because adultery is naughty, but because the affair touches trust, inheritance, status, 

self-image, obligation, and fear. A flirtation becomes mature drama not because 

someone says something suggestive, but because desire now distorts judgment or 

threatens a public role. A financial secret becomes mature drama not because greed 

is wicked, but because insolvency means humiliation, dependence, loss of rank, or 

the collapse of a carefully maintained domestic fiction. In every case, adult material 

becomes dramatically meaningful when it rearranges relations and choices. Surface 

markers may tell players that this is a grown-up room. Consequence tells them why 

that matters. 

This also means that restraint can be more mature than explicitness. A scenario does 

not need graphic content to handle desire seriously. Longing, frustration, strategic 

flirtation, sexual awkwardness, and the politics of who may want whom under what 

conditions can all be more dramatically fertile than any amount of overtly risqué 

detail. Likewise, a scene of marital strain can be mature without melodramatic 

screaming if it lets players experience the deadening courtesy by which people who 

know each other too well continue to wound one another elegantly. Adult 

complexity often resides in pressure, implication, and the cost of disclosure rather 

than in maximal display. There is, to put it plainly, a difference between a game that 

waves a pair of handcuffs at the audience and one that understands why a dinner 
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invitation from the wrong person can be more erotic and more dangerous than 

anything that happens in the conservatory afterward. 

Another way to see the distinction is to ask what happens when the scandal is 

revealed. In decorative adult content, revelation often exhausts the material. The 

affair is exposed, the room gasps, someone drops a glass, and one feels the designer 

dusting off their hands as though they have done something bold. In adult 

complexity, revelation is the beginning of consequence rather than the end of 

novelty. The affair matters because now a marriage must be performed differently, 

an inheritance looks different, an ally becomes a rival, a child understands a parent 

differently, or a blackmailer loses their leverage and gains a new enemy. The secret 

does not merely entertain by existing. It changes what the characters can credibly do. 

This is especially important in interactive drama because players remember 

consequence more than decoration. They remember the moment when revelation 

altered a relationship, when the polished wife stopped protecting her husband, when 

the dismissed servant finally understood why they had been humiliated for years, 

when a declaration of love became an act of political sabotage, or when a supposedly 

trivial indiscretion turned out to be the hinge on which the family fortune rested. 

They do not remember “adult content” as an abstract category. They remember what 

people wanted, feared, hid, and lost. 

A mature scenario therefore distinguishes itself by integration. Its adult themes are 

woven into motive, scene structure, and information flow. A game that includes 

sexual gossip but never lets that gossip alter loyalty or leverage is merely themed. A 

game that includes blackmail without shame is mechanical. A game that gives a 

spouse motive but not history is thin. By contrast, a game in which sexuality, 

dependency, resentment, or class panic shape how truth moves through the room is 

operating at a more serious level. The mature material is no longer ornament. It is 

architecture. 

The temptation to confuse sensation with maturity is understandable. Sensationalism 

is efficient. It can create the appearance of intensity instantly. But it often gives 

players nothing substantial to do beyond perform recognition of scandal. Mature 

drama asks more. It asks players to inhabit contradiction. It asks them to decide what 

matters most when all of their motives are compromised. It asks them to discover 

that an embarrassing truth is not simply embarrassing but destabilizing, that a desire 

is not simply pleasurable but politically costly, that loyalty is not simply noble but 

entangled with fear, habit, and self-deception. That is what distinguishes adult 
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complexity from adult content. One decorates the room. The other changes the 

temperature. 

Why Murder Is Often Not the Most Interesting Thing in the 

Room 

The murder in a salon LARP is structurally indispensable and emotionally overrated. 

That is perhaps too blunt, but bluntness has its uses. The crime gives the event 

immediate stakes. It justifies gathering suspects, prompts urgency, and licenses 

questions that would otherwise be intolerably rude. It also creates a narrative 

skeleton sturdy enough to support an evening of uncertainty. Without a murder or 

similar central rupture, many salon scenarios would struggle to focus their energy. 

Yet once the players are actually in the room, the death itself is often less interesting 

than the web of motives, humiliations, desires, and obligations that the death throws 

into motion. 

One reason is temporal. Murder is usually singular. It happened once, or at least has 

a clear beginning and end. Adult relational tensions are not singular. They are 

accumulative. Jealousy has been fermenting for months. Marriage has been eroding 

for years. A dependent has endured condescension for decades. A mistress has 

accepted invisibility too long. A son has watched his father preserve the family name 

by sacrificing everyone else’s emotional life. A social climber has balanced terror 

and ambition through every season of invitations and exclusions. These tensions are 

lived climates, not isolated incidents. When the murder occurs, it does not create 

them. It reveals them, accelerates them, or renders them impossible to continue 

managing privately. Naturally, then, the surrounding emotional weather often has 

more weight than the single fact of death. 

Another reason is medium. Salon LARP unfolds through social scenes. Players do 

not spend the evening in laboratories, archives, or neat procedural sequences. They 

talk, overhear, evade, misdirect, confess, watch, and perform themselves before 

others. This means the form privileges relational drama almost by definition. The 

murder can always be discussed, but the room becomes most active when people 

must respond to what the murder implies about them. A person can deny opportunity 

or motive in a fairly mechanical way. It is far more complicated to explain why they 

visited the victim privately, why they still defend someone who clearly despises 

them, why they cannot allow a rumor to spread, or why the dead person’s 
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disappearance might be the best thing that ever happened to them even if they did 

not wield the knife. 

The murder thus functions most powerfully as catalyst. It grants social permission 

for forbidden lines of inquiry. It makes hidden structures suddenly relevant. A 

marriage that had depended on mutual silence can no longer depend on silence if one 

spouse may now be suspected. A long-concealed affair becomes urgent because it 

alters alibis. A financial secret matters because death reorders inheritance. A child’s 

resentment matters because everyone must now ask what the family was really like. 

A blackmail scheme matters because its target can no longer assume the 

blackmailer’s discretion. The murder does not replace these stories. It pulls them 

into the same room and sets them vibrating against one another. 

There is also the question of memory. Players rarely leave a strong adult mystery 

saying, “What I shall cherish forever is the exact chronology of the poison 

administration.” They may admire it, certainly. They may even enjoy reconstructing 

it over drinks afterward. But what they usually remember are scenes: the 

confrontation where a long-married couple finally admitted they had been living 

separate emotional lives, the humiliating moment when a hostess realized the room 

knew exactly what she had traded for status, the jealous outburst that revealed more 

truth than the speaker intended, the blackmail negotiation in which the target proved 

more ruthless than the blackmailer expected. These memories linger because 

interactive drama is embodied and social. People remember what it felt like to speak, 

be watched, choose, fail, or expose themselves. The body on the floor matters. The 

living body in the scene matters more. 

This does not diminish the murder. Rather, it clarifies its dramatic job. The crime is 

the mechanism that makes the room unmanageable. It is the elegant tear in the social 

fabric through which everything else begins to show. If one asks what the best adult 

murder mysteries are about, the answer is often not murder in the abstract but the 

impossibility of sustaining desire, shame, hierarchy, and self-invention once death 

removes the ordinary rules by which those things were being kept decorously 

hidden. Murder matters because it makes the room answer questions it did not intend 

to answer. That is a subtler and more powerful role than simply serving as a puzzle 

prompt. 
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Erotic Rivalry, Romance, and Sexual Tension as Dramatic 

Engines 

Desire is one of the most efficient ways to complicate truth. People protect those 

they should expose, envy those they should pity, misread what they want, and tell 

lies that would make no strategic sense if the heart were not involved. In adult salon 

LARP, erotic rivalry, romance, and sexual tension are potent not because they make 

the room “spicier,” though heaven knows some games advertise themselves as 

though a little innuendo were the summit of civilization. They matter because desire 

changes what evidence means, what risks seem bearable, and what humiliations 

characters will endure to preserve an image of themselves. It turns information into 

feeling and feeling into action. 

Erotic rivalry is especially useful because it creates unstable triangles and 

asymmetrical loyalties. A lover may protect the beloved against their own better 

judgment. A spouse may accuse a rival less from concern for justice than from the 

agony of comparison. A discarded partner may know the most dangerous secret in 

the room and still hesitate to reveal it because revenge never quite cancels longing. 

A social dependent may accept being hidden so long as the hidden relationship still 

feels like a form of recognition. None of these situations is interesting merely 

because sex is involved. They are interesting because desire entangles self-respect, 

fantasy, exposure, and power. 

The same is true of romance more broadly. A declaration of love in a murder 

mystery is rarely innocent. It may function as a plea, a diversion, an attempt to 

secure an ally, a delayed honesty, or a final act of sabotage. One character may 

confess feeling not because they believe feeling will be returned, but because they 

need to force another person to choose publicly. Another may stage tenderness 

strategically because intimacy is the only leverage left. Another may discover, in the 

middle of accusation, that they would rather lose the case than lose the person across 

the room. Romance deepens roleplay because it makes motive impure. It resists the 

clean lines that puzzle logic prefers. 

Sexual tension can also operate through restraint more effectively than through 

explicitness. A charged refusal, a too-careful courtesy, a rumor that cannot be 

disproven without disclosing something worse, a dance that does not happen, a 

glance that confirms what no one wants named — these can all carry more dramatic 

weight than overt erotic play. In a drawing room, after all, repression is part of the 
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furniture. Adult murder drama often benefits from understanding that desire is social 

as well as bodily. Who may desire whom, who may show it, who must deny it, who 

can afford scandal, and who would be annihilated by the same conduct in a different 

body — these questions turn sexuality into structure rather than ornament. 

This is one reason sexual tension heightens attention so effectively. When desire is 

in the room, players watch more closely. A contradiction in an alibi becomes more 

suggestive if it also implies intimacy. A small sign of loyalty becomes more 

dangerous if it might reveal a hidden attachment. Jealousy distorts interpretation. 

Tenderness complicates accusation. Every object, rumor, and inconsistency becomes 

overdetermined. In a purely forensic mystery, the question may be “Who had means 

and opportunity?” In a mystery thick with desire, the question becomes “Who 

wanted what, who knew it, who could not bear to lose, and who is now pretending 

they never cared?” That is dramatically richer because it produces choices rather 

than mere deductions. 

Erotic material becomes mature, however, only when it complicates agency and 

consequence rather than floating as decorative scandal. A game in which everyone is 

vaguely libidinous may be lively, but not necessarily deep. A game in which desire 

changes inheritance, alters who can credibly accuse, binds someone to a degrading 

arrangement, makes a secret dangerous, or turns a public role into a trap is doing 

more serious work. Sexual tension is then not an extra flavor sprinkled on the 

mystery. It is one of the forms through which characters understand themselves 

badly and one another even worse. And that, for interactive drama, is gold. 

Marriage, Domestic Strain, and the Theatre of Intimacy 

Under Pressure 

Marriage is one of the most theatrically useful institutions ever devised, which is 

perhaps not the best advertisement for it, but there we are. In adult murder mysteries, 

marriage and intimate partnership often provide some of the richest material because 

they combine public performance with private history. A spouse is never just a 

suspect or witness. A spouse is a person with years of compromise, resentment, 

tenderness, boredom, dependency, habit, humiliation, and mutual knowledge 

compressed into every exchanged sentence. In a salon setting, where decorum and 

public appearance matter, the tension between outward unity and inward fracture 

becomes especially powerful. 
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Weak mysteries reduce this to stereotype. There is the jealous wife, the straying 

husband, the gold-digging fiancée, the bitter ex. These are not unusable types, but 

they become dramatically thin if the game treats them as motive clichés rather than 

relational structures. Stronger adult scenarios ask harder questions. Why have these 

people remained together? What performances does the marriage stabilize? What 

debts, children, inheritances, habits, or reputational needs make separation 

impossible or unthinkable? Where has affection gone, and what remains in its place? 

People often continue to share a name long after they no longer share trust. That gap 

is excellent material because it makes every public interaction carry more than one 

meaning. 

Marriage is uniquely useful because it is both private and social. It takes place in 

bedrooms, bank accounts, whispered resentments, and long-accumulated 

disappointments. It also takes place at dinner tables, in invitations, in family lineage, 

in photographs, in social expectation, and in the moral narratives people use to 

explain themselves. A couple may loathe each other privately and function 

beautifully in public. Or the reverse: they may still care for one another deeply but 

have become publicly poisonous through humiliation and disappointment. Murder 

destabilizes whatever arrangement had been keeping the performance intact. 

Suddenly the marriage must answer questions not only about fidelity or affection, 

but about money, knowledge, motive, and mutual protection. 

Adult drama enters here through contradiction. A spouse may want freedom but fear 

scandal. A partner may remain loyal out of habit after love has gone. Someone may 

keep protecting the very person who has destroyed their self-respect because 

humiliation in private is still preferable to humiliation before the room. A character 

may desire another life and still discover that the marriage, however rotten, remains 

the central scaffold of their social identity. Such complexities are far more 

interesting than a simple motive of jealousy because they place the players inside 

durable emotional arrangements that murder now makes visible. 

Domestic strain also intensifies other themes. Blackmail means something different 

when the secret threatens to undo a household rather than merely embarrass an 

individual. Greed looks different inside a marriage where one partner has long 

controlled all access to money. Jealousy becomes heavier when it sits atop decades 

of neglect. A family estate becomes not just property but the stage on which the 

marriage has always been performed. If the murder threatens inheritance, then every 

marital compromise becomes newly interpretable as ambition, fear, or self-
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preservation. The room begins to see that what looked like stability was often just a 

well-financed ceasefire. 

Partnership in adult murder drama therefore works best when it is treated not as a 

stock motive but as a layered theatre of intimacy under pressure. The married couple 

is rarely just a pair. They are an institution, a performance, a private archive, a set of 

social contracts, and a field of mutual injury. When murder occurs, all of that comes 

into play. The most memorable scenes are seldom those in which one spouse simply 

accuses the other. They are those in which the accusation forces both players to 

reveal what their life together has actually cost, concealed, or preserved. That is 

mature drama because it understands intimacy as a site of contradiction rather than a 

label attached to motive. 

Greed, Status Anxiety, and the Social Economics of Adult 

Desire 

Money is rarely just money in adult murder drama. It is security, shame, aspiration, 

legitimacy, freedom, dependence, memory, rank, and the ability to keep up 

appearances long after the inner life has collapsed. Greed, in a flat mystery, is one of 

the classic motives. Someone wanted the will, the jewels, the company, the title, the 

estate. Fine. But salon LARP often becomes much richer when greed is understood 

less as appetite for acquisition than as a social and emotional condition shaped by 

status anxiety. People do not always want wealth because they are cartoonishly 

avaricious. They want what wealth prevents: humiliation, exclusion, irrelevance, 

obedience to the wrong person, loss of family myth. 

The salon setting intensifies this because it is built around presentation. People host, 

dress, speak, and perform rank. Their houses, names, servants, marriages, 

educations, and guest lists are all part of the social text. Under such conditions, 

financial precarity is rarely merely practical. It is theatrical. Debt means exposure. 

Dependence means loss of authority. A shrinking fortune may feel worse than death 

because it threatens not just comfort but narrative. A family that has been living on 

reputation alone may kill — or more often lie, scheme, seduce, and sacrifice — less 

to gain money than to preserve the fiction that it never needed to want it. 

Status anxiety is therefore one of the most fertile adult motives available. It 

combines fear, vanity, shame, and ruthless calculation. A character may be terrified 

of seeming poor even if they are not yet poor. Another may pursue marriage, 
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alliance, or inheritance less from affection than from the need never again to 

experience a remembered social slight. Another may despise the people whose 

approval they still crave. Another may perform contempt for money because 

acknowledging its necessity would confess vulnerability. These tensions play 

beautifully in interactive drama because they shape tone and behavior as much as 

plot. A person anxious about status lies differently, loves differently, and humiliates 

others differently. 

Greed also becomes more interesting when tied to intimacy. A spouse may preserve 

a marriage because leaving would mean losing access to status or security. A lover 

may be tolerated because they bring influence. A child may resent not only unequal 

inheritance but what the unequal inheritance says about who was valued, who was 

decorative, who was disappointing. A dependent companion may flatter a patron 

while privately planning escape. A family friend may discover that loyalty has been 

monetized for so long they no longer know whether affection and financial need can 

be distinguished. Money distorts relation, but never in purely mechanical ways. It 

always carries the sting of comparison. 

One of the sharpest adult themes in this register is the fear of being seen to need. A 

rich character may be desperate and still more concerned with concealment than 

with rescue. An indebted aristocrat may fear mockery more than poverty. A socially 

ambitious outsider may care less about actual comfort than about entering the room 

from which they were once excluded. Such motives produce stronger roleplay than 

simple greed because they render financial desire inseparable from shame and self-

fashioning. The game then ceases to be about “who wants the inheritance?” and 

becomes about “what does the inheritance mean in this emotional and social system, 

and what will people do rather than confess that meaning aloud?” 

This is why greed becomes theatrically mature when it is embedded in social 

economics rather than treated as flat villainy. People may indeed covet. But in adult 

drama they usually covet a world, a recognition, a protection, or a dignity as much as 

a sum. The money is the visible object; the true desire often lies behind it. Murder 

can bring that into focus because death redistributes property and rank, but the real 

story lives in what the threatened loss of status has already been doing to the room 

long before anyone was found face down in the library. 
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Shame, Blackmail, and the Management of Social Exposure 

If desire turns secrets hot, shame makes them dangerous. Not every hidden truth is 

blackmailable. Many secrets are merely private, eccentric, or tactically useful. 

Blackmail requires more. It requires that revelation threaten not just inconvenience 

but identity. It depends on the fear that if the room knew a certain fact, the person it 

knew would no longer exist in the same social form. In adult murder mystery salon 

LARPs, shame is therefore one of the most potent engines available, because it links 

private knowledge to public image, and public image to survival. 

Shame differs from guilt in ways that matter dramatically. Guilt concerns what one 

has done. Shame concerns what one is seen to be, or fears being seen to be. A 

murderer may feel guilty and still be most terrified that the room will discover not 

the killing but the humiliating dependence, illicit desire, illegitimate child, debt, 

addiction, or forged social credential that made them vulnerable in the first place. In 

many adult scenarios, the murder is not even the character’s most unbearable secret. 

That should immediately tell us something about where the real dramatic weight lies. 

Blackmail crystallizes this beautifully because it makes the management of social 

exposure active. A secret is no longer merely hidden. It becomes leverage. Someone 

knows, or appears to know, what another person cannot afford to have named. This 

generates scenes of bargaining, panic, pride, contempt, capitulation, and strategic 

self-revelation. The blackmailer is not always the most powerful person in the room, 

nor the most secure. Sometimes blackmail is the weapon of the otherwise powerless. 

Sometimes it is the only language available to someone who has been denied 

straightforward redress. That ambiguity enriches the theme. Blackmail is ugly, but it 

is often parasitic on prior injustice. 

The most compelling blackmail dynamics are those in which shame is socially 

specific. An affair matters because of who cannot be seen having one. A forged 

document matters because it contradicts the identity on which a family or office 

rests. A debt matters because the debtor has built a life on effortless superiority. A 

hidden dependency matters because autonomy is the basis of a public role. A 

scandalous desire matters because the room’s moral regime would make it socially 

fatal. In each case the secret is powerful not because it is lurid, but because exposure 

would force a rewrite of the character’s place in the social order. 

Shame also intensifies self-performance. Characters in salon LARP often spend 

much of the evening presenting a curated self: dignified widow, loyal son, 
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competent hostess, upright official, superior patron, devoted spouse. Shame is what 

threatens the coherence of that performance. It reminds the character that the 

distance between what they are and what the room thinks they are is both precious 

and fragile. Blackmail weaponizes that distance. The resulting scenes are rich 

because they turn identity into negotiation. How much can be admitted without 

collapse? Is strategic confession better than forced exposure? Can one save 

reputation by sacrificing someone else? Can the blackmailed person transform 

shame into anger quickly enough to regain control? 

These questions are mature because they involve social ontology, not merely 

information. They ask who a person can remain once certain truths circulate. In a 

pure whodunit, evidence solves. In a salon game built around shame, evidence 

destabilizes identity. That is why players often remember blackmail scenes more 

vividly than clue assemblies. The former asks them to inhabit fear of being known. 

The latter asks them to compare facts. Both have their pleasures. Only one tends to 

make a drawing room feel like a trap lined with velvet. 

Jealousy, Resentment, and Revenge as Long-Duration 

Emotional Structures 

Some motives are instantaneous. Others take years to mature into poison. Jealousy, 

resentment, and revenge belong to the latter category, which is why they are so 

effective in adult murder drama. They imply duration. They suggest that the room 

contains history rather than merely plot. A jealous person is not reacting only to a 

fact in the present. They are reacting to comparison, fear, and the injury of imagining 

that someone else possesses what they lack. A resentful person carries sedimented 

grievances, often fed by dependence, humiliation, or repeated dismissal. A vengeful 

person has not simply been hurt; they have organized that hurt into a story about 

what must be redressed. These are not momentary sparks. They are climates. 

Jealousy is especially useful because it combines desire with humiliation. It rarely 

depends on certainty. In fact, it often thrives on ambiguity. A glance, a rumor, a 

social slight, a changed tone, an invitation extended to someone else — such things 

are enough. In a murder mystery, jealousy can distort interpretation magnificently. A 

player may overread innocent behavior, accuse for half-true reasons, or protect 

themselves by pretending that moral outrage and erotic jealousy are the same 

emotion. They are not, but characters often find it convenient to act as though they 
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are. This makes jealousy dramatically productive because it blurs truth and 

projection. 

Resentment is perhaps even more adult because it implies a longer accommodation 

to pain. Resentful characters have often endured. They have stayed in the job, 

remained in the marriage, tolerated the family order, served the patron, smiled 

through the insult, accepted being second best, watched less capable people succeed, 

or kept a secret that benefited everyone except themselves. Resentment is anger that 

has learned table manners. It sits in the room quietly until murder grants it 

permission to speak. When it does speak, the effect can be far more powerful than 

sudden rage because the player senses the weight of all the unsaid time behind it. 

Revenge is resentment given direction. Yet in adult drama, revenge is rarely pure 

justice. It usually seeks recognition as well. The revenger wants the wrong 

acknowledged, not merely corrected. They want the wound to be seen, the hierarchy 

inverted, the humiliator made vulnerable, the story rewritten so that their suffering 

cannot continue to be dismissed as negligible. This makes revenge relationally 

specific. It is not abstract punishment. It is a demand addressed to particular people 

and a particular social world. Such specificity creates excellent scenes because 

explanation becomes part of the action. A person taking revenge often wants to be 

understood even while they harm. 

These long-duration emotions deepen roleplay because they make the room feel 

inhabited before the game started. The players are not merely improvising motive 

after the body appears. They are stepping into histories of comparison, dependence, 

insult, neglect, longing, and thwarted ambition. A murder becomes combustible 

when it enters that atmosphere. The death may even be less important than the 

revelation that everyone has been living for years in a field of small cruelties and 

secret calculations. Jealousy gives the room volatility. Resentment gives it depth. 

Revenge gives it trajectory. 

This is why the best adult salon LARPs often feel larger than the event of murder 

itself. They imply that the crime emerged from a preexisting climate of emotional 

weather. The victim did not die in a vacuum. They died in a room where people had 

wanted too much, swallowed too much, envied too much, or been told for too long 

that their suffering was socially convenient. Murder then becomes both event and 

revelation: not only a thing someone did, but proof of what the room has been 

becoming for years. 
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From Sensational to Dramatically Mature: Criteria for 

Serious Adult Mystery Design 

If adult themes beyond the murder itself matter so much, then one must still ask a 

practical question: when does an adult mystery become dramatically mature rather 

than merely decorative or sensational? The answer cannot be “when it has more sex, 

more cruelty, more shame, or more scandal.” Those are intensifiers, not standards. 

Sensationalism is often energetic but thin. It mistakes reaction for resonance and 

transgression for intelligence. A game becomes dramatically mature when the adult 

material is consequential, integrated, and relationally deep enough to change what 

play consists of. 

Consequence is the first criterion. If a scenario includes erotic tension, blackmail, 

domestic strain, class humiliation, or revenge, those elements must alter loyalty, 

leverage, scene structure, and choice. Decorative scandal is not enough. The affair 

must matter to inheritance, alibi, dignity, or power. The shame must matter to what 

can be said aloud. The marriage must matter to who can safely accuse whom. The 

resentment must matter to how evidence is interpreted. When adult themes do not 

affect action, they remain surface texture. When they affect action, they become 

dramatic substance. 

Integration is the second criterion. Mature material should be woven into the 

architecture of the scenario rather than draped over it afterward like a silk scarf on a 

chair that no one is allowed to sit in. Desire should shape information flow. Status 

anxiety should affect self-presentation and alliance. Shame should generate leverage. 

Greed should not simply explain motive after the fact; it should be visible in the 

ways characters speak, defer, command, evade, and justify themselves. If the 

mystery could proceed almost identically without the “adult” material, then the 

material is probably decorative. 

Relational depth is the third criterion. Mature drama depends on contradiction. 

Characters should want incompatible things, protect people they despise, desire what 

threatens them, or cling to self-images their behavior no longer supports. A good 

adult mystery is rarely populated by simple libertines, obvious gold-diggers, or 

melodramatic tyrants unless those types are being used very self-consciously. Far 

more interesting are people whose motives are understandable even when ugly. The 

resentful dependent who also loves the family. The spouse who is both trapped and 

complicit. The lover who is exploitative and emotionally sincere. The ambitious 
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outsider who wants entry into a world they know is contemptible. These 

contradictions produce stronger play because they force players to inhabit 

ambivalence rather than just role labels. 

Dramatic maturity also involves restraint. Sensationalism often shouts. It leans 

heavily on disclosure as spectacle. Mature design is more likely to understand that 

implication, social pressure, and carefully timed revelation can do far more than 

maximal explicitness. A room can be full of erotic tension without becoming crude. 

A blackmail scene can be devastating without turning lurid. A marriage can feel 

poisonous without becoming operatic in every line. This does not mean adult 

mysteries should be timid. It means they should know that force and volume are not 

synonyms. The drawing room is often more dangerous when people still care how 

they appear. 

Consent-based precision is another mark of maturity. Adult themes are strongest 

when they are ethically calibrated well enough that players can commit to them 

fully. A game that uses shame, desire, class hostility, or intimate betrayal carelessly 

may produce momentary shock, but it often sacrifices sustainability and trust. A 

mature scenario, by contrast, aligns dramatic ambition with playability. It knows 

what kinds of pressure it is asking for and gives players enough structure to inhabit 

that pressure as art rather than social hazard. This is not ancillary. It is part of what 

makes the material genuinely serious. 

Finally, dramatically mature design understands the murder as frame rather than 

monopolist. It does not ask every scene to point directly toward the culprit. It allows 

the themes beyond the crime to become the actual content through which the crime 

is interpreted. The adult mystery then ceases to be a glorified riddle in evening wear 

and becomes something much more substantial: a social drama in which the death 

matters because it reveals what the living have been managing, wanting, fearing, and 

hiding. The body starts the game. The relationships make it worth playing. 

Conclusion: The Murder Opens the Door, but Desire Walks In 

In consent-based adult murder mystery salon LARPs, the murder is often the formal 

trigger rather than the deepest content. The richest drama emerges from what death 

unsettles: desire that could not be acknowledged safely, marriages sustained by 

compromise and bitterness, greed entangled with humiliation, shame potent enough 

to become leverage, jealousy sharpened by comparison, resentment thickened by 
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time, and revenge shaped by the need not only to punish but to be understood. These 

themes matter because they are relational. They do not exist as decorative markers of 

adulthood. They exist as structures of feeling and power that alter what characters 

can say, know, want, and survive. 

The central distinction is therefore between adult content and adult complexity. A 

scenario becomes mature not when it is more salacious, but when the themes beyond 

the murder carry real consequence. Desire must distort judgment. Shame must 

threaten identity. Money must mean more than cash. Marriage must contain history. 

Revenge must have memory. In such a design, the murder functions less as the 

whole story than as the event that makes the room unable to continue pretending. 

The best adult salon LARPs are remembered not because someone died, but because 

death made it impossible for the living to keep desire, resentment, fear, and self-

invention politely hidden. The corpse opens the door. What walks in afterward is the 

real drama. 

Elowen Marr 
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interactive narrative, with special attention to adult themes that exceed the central crime plot. 
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The Murder at  

Santa’s Workshop 
A Murder Mystery 

An Interactive Drama Salon LARP for 26 

Players 

Brian David Phillips 
 

Cast of Characters 
 

 

Christmas Villagers (5 characters) 
1. Mrs. Claus 

2. Holly Jinglewood 

3. Mayor Evergleam 

4. Jack Tinseltop 

5. Martha Sleighbell 

 

Elf Toybuilders (6 characters) 
6. Biddle Bee 

7. Tinker Sparks 

8. Candy Glitterwhisk 

9. Peppermint Sprinkle 
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10. Jasper Tinkerwick 

11. Glimmer Jollymint 

 

Reindeer (5 characters) 
12. Comet (Connor) 

13. Dancer (Danica) 

14. Prancer (Pat) 

15. Vixen (Valerie) 

16. Dasher (Darius) 

 

Fairy Visitors (4 characters) 
17. Mary Anne Frostwhisp 

18. Aurora Stardance 

19. Flint Silverdust 

20. Willow Brightglow 

 

Outsiders (6 characters) 
21. Karl Wintershade 

22. Felix Frostbite 

23. Sierra Snowdrift 

24. Otto Clockwork 

25. Lucille Evergreen 

26. Marion Coldbranch 
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Introduction Brief 

Welcome to The Murder at Santa’s 

Workshop! 

Greetings, dear participants! You are about to step into the magical yet 

mysterious world of Christmas Village. This is no ordinary holiday 

celebration, for shadows have fallen over the North Pole, and the joy of 

Christmas is in peril. Will you solve the mystery and save Christmas, or 

will secrets and hidden agendas plunge it into eternal darkness? 

Setting the Scene 

It is a cold and starry December evening at Santa’s Toy Factory in 

Christmas Village, nestled at the heart of the North Pole. Inside the 

workshop, the smell of gingerbread mingles with the sound of jingling 

bells and the gentle hum of enchanted machinery. But this year, the 

festive atmosphere is strained. Santa Claus has vanished, and a body, 

eerily dressed as Santa, has been discovered in his private workshop. 

Even more troubling, a critical supply of reindeer flying dust has gone 

missing, leaving the entire operation in disarray. Rumors spread like 

wildfire: Was it sabotage? A crime of passion? Or something more 

sinister? 

The factory’s residents and visitors must work together—or against 

each other—to uncover the truth. But beware: not everyone is as they 

seem. Some have secrets, and others have agendas that might not align 

with the spirit of Christmas. 
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Key Objectives for Players 
1. Uncover the Mystery: Who is the murdered intruder? Why 

were they in Santa’s workshop, and what were they trying to 

steal? 

 

2. Discover the Truth: Is Santa truly dead, or is there more to the 

story? 

 

3. Achieve Personal Goals: Each character has their own 

motivations and secrets. Explore them while advancing the 

story. 

 

4. Engage in English Conversation: Use this opportunity to 

practice your language skills, develop your character, and 

interact meaningfully with others. 

General Game Procedures 
1. Role Assignments: Each player receives a character profile that 

includes: 

• Public Information (what others may know about you). 

Private Information (what you must keep secret unless 

directly revealed). 

Personal Goals (objectives to achieve during the game). 

Special Abilities (unique traits that give your character an 

edge). 

 

2. Factions: Players will also receive faction cards that detail their 

group’s collective goals and any information on identifying 

allies. 
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3. Game Flow: 

• Introduction Phase (15 minutes): All players introduce 

their characters. Feel free to share public information but 

keep private details secret. 

 

• Social Interaction Phase (45 minutes): Explore the 

setting, gather clues, form alliances, and share suspicions. 

 

• Accusation Phase (30 minutes): After gathering clues, 

players make their final accusations about the culprit(s). 

Each faction and character can voice their suspicions and 

theories. 

4. Resolution: The host reveals the mystery’s true solution based 

on player discussions and interactions. Villains, if any, reveal 

themselves, and personal goals are tallied to determine the 

“winning” factions or individuals. 
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Tips 

Rules of Engagement 
1. No Combat: This is a social game. Conflict resolution happens 

through dialogue, persuasion, and strategic alliances. 

 

2. Stay in Character: Immerse yourself in the role and use English 

to express your thoughts and strategies. 

 

3. Respect the Flow: Allow everyone a chance to speak and 

interact. Avoid monopolizing conversations. 

 

4. Host’s Role: The host acts as a game master, providing guidance 

and ensuring the game runs smoothly. If you have questions or 

need clarification, consult the host. 

Setting the Tone 
• Mystery and Intrigue: While this is a festive setting, the game 

has layers of suspense. Embrace the drama, whether as a hero, a 

suspect, or a schemer. 

 

• Festive Magic: The whimsical backdrop of Christmas Village is 

alive with enchanted objects, colorful characters, and seasonal 

cheer—use this to inspire your interactions. 
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• Subplots and Secrets: Each character has personal motives and 

goals. While solving the mystery is the main thread, delving into 

subplots adds richness to the story. 

Key Tips for Players 
• Ask Questions: Gather information by engaging others in 

conversation. 

 

• Be Observant: Pay attention to body language, tone, and what’s 

left unsaid. 

 

• Work Together—or Not: Collaboration can be powerful, but 

some goals may conflict. Choose your allies wisely. 

 

• Practice English: Focus on clear, expressive communication. 

The more you participate, the more you’ll improve your 

language skills. 
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WHAT IS ACTUALLY 

HAPPENING? 

The Core Mystery 
1. The Murder Isn’t Real: 

o Santa Claus isn’t dead. 

o The body discovered in Santa’s workshop is a 

magical decoy, enchanted to look like Santa. 

This decoy was sent to steal the reindeer flying 

dust, a critical resource for Christmas 

deliveries. 

2. Santa in Disguise: 

o After killing the decoy in self-defense, Santa 

realized a greater plot was unfolding. To 

investigate secretly, he assumed two disguises: 

▪ Biddle Bee, the meticulous toy inspector. 

▪ Mary Anne Frostwhisp, a visiting fairy 

ambassador. 

3. The Theft of the Flying Dust: 
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o A significant portion of the reindeer flying 

dust has been stolen. Without it, Christmas 

deliveries cannot happen. 

o The theft was orchestrated by Krampus, who 

is disguised as Karl Wintershade, a charming 

outsider claiming to be a traveler. 

Krampus’s Plan 
1. Undermining Christmas: 

o Krampus seeks to sabotage the magic of 

Christmas, reducing humanity’s joy and 

reliance on the holiday. 

o By stealing the flying dust and sowing mistrust 

among the villagers, Krampus aims to disrupt 

Santa’s operations and erode the unity of 

Christmas Village. 

2. Enchanted Sabotage: 

o Krampus has placed subtle enchantments 

around the factory to create mechanical 

failures and discord. These include tampering 

with the dust vault and spreading suspicion 

among the factions. 

3. Manipulating Others: 
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o Krampus has been subtly influencing Felix 

Frostbite, an embittered ex-employee, and 

creating tension between factions to distract 

from his true goal. 
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The Players’ Role 

1. Uncover the Truth: 

Players must piece together: 

o The body in Santa’s workshop wasn’t Santa 

but a magical decoy. 

o The theft of the flying dust is the central crisis 

threatening Christmas. 

o Krampus (Karl Wintershade) is behind the 

sabotage and theft. 

2. Protect or Expose Secrets: 

o Santa (as Biddle Bee and Mary Anne) is trying 

to discover the culprit without revealing his 

survival. 

o Other characters (like the reindeer and elves) 

have their own secrets to protect, including 

experiments with flying dust and internal 

rivalries. 

3. Resolve Subplots: 

Alongside the main mystery, characters will pursue 

personal goals, including exposing rivalries, 
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uncovering betrayals, and safeguarding the factory’s 

traditions. 

 

 

Reveals at the End 
• Santa’s Disguises: Biddle Bee and Mary Anne are 

revealed to be Santa investigating the crisis. 

• The Decoy Body: The “murder victim” is exposed 

as a magical construct sent to steal the dust. 

• Krampus’s Identity: Karl Wintershade is 

unmasked as Krampus, and his plans for sabotage 

are revealed. 
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STEP FOUR: Faction Cards 

Faction Card Instructions 
Each player receives a faction card alongside their character 

sheet. 

The card provides group goals and hints for recognizing allies. 

Players should use this information to build alliances or further 

their own plans. 
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Faction: Christmas Villagers (Mrs Claus) 

Overview: 

You are the heart of Christmas Village. Your role is to uphold the 

traditions and ensure the spirit of Christmas is preserved, no matter the 

cost. The loss of Santa has shaken your faith, but you’re determined to 

uncover the truth. 

Goals: 

1. Work together to find the person responsible for Santa’s 

disappearance and the theft of the reindeer flying dust. 

2. Maintain harmony and protect the traditions of Christmas. 

3. Advance your personal goals while keeping the village united. 

How to Identify Allies: 

- Villagers often wear warm, festive clothing—scarves, mittens, and 

hats adorned with holly or tinsel. 

- They share a strong attachment to Christmas traditions and are likely 

to discuss the village’s history. 
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Faction: Christmas Villagers (Holly 

Jinglewood) 

Overview: 

You are the heart of Christmas Village. Your role is to uphold the 

traditions and ensure the spirit of Christmas is preserved, no matter the 

cost. The loss of Santa has shaken your faith, but you’re determined to 

uncover the truth. 

Goals: 

1. Work together to find the person responsible for Santa’s 

disappearance and the theft of the reindeer flying dust. 

2. Maintain harmony and protect the traditions of Christmas. 

3. Advance your personal goals while keeping the village united. 

How to Identify Allies: 

- Villagers often wear warm, festive clothing—scarves, mittens, and 

hats adorned with holly or tinsel. 

- They share a strong attachment to Christmas traditions and are likely 

to discuss the village’s history. 
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Faction: Christmas Villagers (Mayor 

Evergleam) 

Overview: 

You are the heart of Christmas Village. Your role is to uphold the 

traditions and ensure the spirit of Christmas is preserved, no matter the 

cost. The loss of Santa has shaken your faith, but you’re determined to 

uncover the truth. 

Goals: 

1. Work together to find the person responsible for Santa’s 

disappearance and the theft of the reindeer flying dust. 

2. Maintain harmony and protect the traditions of Christmas. 

3. Advance your personal goals while keeping the village united. 

How to Identify Allies: 

- Villagers often wear warm, festive clothing—scarves, mittens, and 

hats adorned with holly or tinsel. 

- They share a strong attachment to Christmas traditions and are likely 

to discuss the village’s history. 
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Faction: Christmas Villagers (Jack 

Tinseltop) 

Overview: 

You are the heart of Christmas Village. Your role is to uphold the 

traditions and ensure the spirit of Christmas is preserved, no matter the 

cost. The loss of Santa has shaken your faith, but you’re determined to 

uncover the truth. 

Goals: 

1. Work together to find the person responsible for Santa’s 

disappearance and the theft of the reindeer flying dust. 

2. Maintain harmony and protect the traditions of Christmas. 

3. Advance your personal goals while keeping the village united. 

How to Identify Allies: 

- Villagers often wear warm, festive clothing—scarves, mittens, and 

hats adorned with holly or tinsel. 

- They share a strong attachment to Christmas traditions and are likely 

to discuss the village’s history. 
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Faction: Christmas Villagers (Martha 

Sleighbell) 

Overview: 

You are the heart of Christmas Village. Your role is to uphold the 

traditions and ensure the spirit of Christmas is preserved, no matter the 

cost. The loss of Santa has shaken your faith, but you’re determined to 

uncover the truth. 

Goals: 

1. Work together to find the person responsible for Santa’s 

disappearance and the theft of the reindeer flying dust. 

2. Maintain harmony and protect the traditions of Christmas. 

3. Advance your personal goals while keeping the village united. 

How to Identify Allies: 

- Villagers often wear warm, festive clothing—scarves, mittens, and 

hats adorned with holly or tinsel. 

- They share a strong attachment to Christmas traditions and are likely 

to discuss the village’s history. 
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Faction: Elf Toybuilders (Biddle Bee) 

Overview: 

As the backbone of Santa’s Toy Factory, you have dedicated your life 

to spreading joy through toys. With Santa’s disappearance, the factory 

is in chaos, and suspicion looms over your ranks. Your loyalty to Santa 

is unshaken, but trust among the elves is beginning to crack. 

Goals: 

1. Discover who is responsible for the murder and theft, as it directly 

impacts the factory’s operations. 

2. Ensure the factory continues to run smoothly and keep its secrets 

safe from outsiders. 

3. Pursue your personal goals, which may involve protecting—or 

exploiting—factory secrets. 

How to Identify Allies: 

- Elves often wear bright, colorful outfits with tool belts or aprons. 

- They share technical knowledge of the factory and its operations. 
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Faction: Elf Toybuilders (Tinker Sparks)) 

Overview: 

As the backbone of Santa’s Toy Factory, you have dedicated your life 

to spreading joy through toys. With Santa’s disappearance, the factory 

is in chaos, and suspicion looms over your ranks. Your loyalty to Santa 

is unshaken, but trust among the elves is beginning to crack. 

Goals: 

1. Discover who is responsible for the murder and theft, as it directly 

impacts the factory’s operations. 

2. Ensure the factory continues to run smoothly and keep its secrets 

safe from outsiders. 

3. Pursue your personal goals, which may involve protecting—or 

exploiting—factory secrets. 

How to Identify Allies: 

- Elves often wear bright, colorful outfits with tool belts or aprons. 

- They share technical knowledge of the factory and its operations. 
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Faction: Elf Toybuilders (Candy 

Glitterwhisk) 

Overview: 

As the backbone of Santa’s Toy Factory, you have dedicated your life 

to spreading joy through toys. With Santa’s disappearance, the factory 

is in chaos, and suspicion looms over your ranks. Your loyalty to Santa 

is unshaken, but trust among the elves is beginning to crack. 

Goals: 

1. Discover who is responsible for the murder and theft, as it directly 

impacts the factory’s operations. 

2. Ensure the factory continues to run smoothly and keep its secrets 

safe from outsiders. 

3. Pursue your personal goals, which may involve protecting—or 

exploiting—factory secrets. 

How to Identify Allies: 

- Elves often wear bright, colorful outfits with tool belts or aprons. 

- They share technical knowledge of the factory and its operations. 
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Faction: Elf Toybuilders (Peppermint 

Sprinkle) 

Overview: 

As the backbone of Santa’s Toy Factory, you have dedicated your life 

to spreading joy through toys. With Santa’s disappearance, the factory 

is in chaos, and suspicion looms over your ranks. Your loyalty to Santa 

is unshaken, but trust among the elves is beginning to crack. 

Goals: 

1. Discover who is responsible for the murder and theft, as it directly 

impacts the factory’s operations. 

2. Ensure the factory continues to run smoothly and keep its secrets 

safe from outsiders. 

3. Pursue your personal goals, which may involve protecting—or 

exploiting—factory secrets. 

How to Identify Allies: 

- Elves often wear bright, colorful outfits with tool belts or aprons. 

- They share technical knowledge of the factory and its operations. 
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Faction: Elf Toybuilders (Jasper 

Tinkerwick) 

Overview: 

As the backbone of Santa’s Toy Factory, you have dedicated your life 

to spreading joy through toys. With Santa’s disappearance, the factory 

is in chaos, and suspicion looms over your ranks. Your loyalty to Santa 

is unshaken, but trust among the elves is beginning to crack. 

Goals: 

1. Discover who is responsible for the murder and theft, as it directly 

impacts the factory’s operations. 

2. Ensure the factory continues to run smoothly and keep its secrets 

safe from outsiders. 

3. Pursue your personal goals, which may involve protecting—or 

exploiting—factory secrets. 

How to Identify Allies: 

- Elves often wear bright, colorful outfits with tool belts or aprons. 

- They share technical knowledge of the factory and its operations. 
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Faction: Elf Toybuilders (Glimmer 

Jollymint) 

Overview: 

As the backbone of Santa’s Toy Factory, you have dedicated your life 

to spreading joy through toys. With Santa’s disappearance, the factory 

is in chaos, and suspicion looms over your ranks. Your loyalty to Santa 

is unshaken, but trust among the elves is beginning to crack. 

Goals: 

1. Discover who is responsible for the murder and theft, as it directly 

impacts the factory’s operations. 

2. Ensure the factory continues to run smoothly and keep its secrets 

safe from outsiders. 

3. Pursue your personal goals, which may involve protecting—or 

exploiting—factory secrets. 

How to Identify Allies: 

- Elves often wear bright, colorful outfits with tool belts or aprons. 

- They share technical knowledge of the factory and its operations. 
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Faction: Reindeer (in Human Form - 

Connor) 

Overview: 

You are magical beings who work tirelessly to help Santa deliver joy to 

the world. While in human form, you blend into Christmas Village, but 

your true nature comes with great responsibility. The theft of the 

reindeer flying dust is a direct threat to your mission, and the murder 

has added to your unease. 

Goals: 

1. Recover the stolen flying dust—it’s vital to your ability to transform 

and fly. 

2. Protect your true identity from those who might exploit it. 

3. Solve the mystery while achieving your personal goals, which may 

involve loyalty or rivalry within your group. 

How to Identify Allies: 

- Reindeer in human form often wear subtle accessories, such as antler-

shaped hairpins or scarves resembling reins. 

- They are highly sensitive to discussions about flying dust and 

Christmas Eve deliveries. 
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Faction: Reindeer (in Human Form - 

Danica) 

Overview: 

You are magical beings who work tirelessly to help Santa deliver joy to 

the world. While in human form, you blend into Christmas Village, but 

your true nature comes with great responsibility. The theft of the 

reindeer flying dust is a direct threat to your mission, and the murder 

has added to your unease. 

Goals: 

1. Recover the stolen flying dust—it’s vital to your ability to transform 

and fly. 

2. Protect your true identity from those who might exploit it. 

3. Solve the mystery while achieving your personal goals, which may 

involve loyalty or rivalry within your group. 

How to Identify Allies: 

- Reindeer in human form often wear subtle accessories, such as antler-

shaped hairpins or scarves resembling reins. 

- They are highly sensitive to discussions about flying dust and 

Christmas Eve deliveries. 
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Faction: Reindeer (in Human Form - Pat) 

Overview: 

You are magical beings who work tirelessly to help Santa deliver joy to 

the world. While in human form, you blend into Christmas Village, but 

your true nature comes with great responsibility. The theft of the 

reindeer flying dust is a direct threat to your mission, and the murder 

has added to your unease. 

Goals: 

1. Recover the stolen flying dust—it’s vital to your ability to transform 

and fly. 

2. Protect your true identity from those who might exploit it. 

3. Solve the mystery while achieving your personal goals, which may 

involve loyalty or rivalry within your group. 

How to Identify Allies: 

- Reindeer in human form often wear subtle accessories, such as antler-

shaped hairpins or scarves resembling reins. 

- They are highly sensitive to discussions about flying dust and 

Christmas Eve deliveries. 
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Faction: Reindeer (in Human Form - 

Valerie) 

Overview: 

You are magical beings who work tirelessly to help Santa deliver joy to 

the world. While in human form, you blend into Christmas Village, but 

your true nature comes with great responsibility. The theft of the 

reindeer flying dust is a direct threat to your mission, and the murder 

has added to your unease. 

Goals: 

1. Recover the stolen flying dust—it’s vital to your ability to transform 

and fly. 

2. Protect your true identity from those who might exploit it. 

3. Solve the mystery while achieving your personal goals, which may 

involve loyalty or rivalry within your group. 

How to Identify Allies: 

- Reindeer in human form often wear subtle accessories, such as antler-

shaped hairpins or scarves resembling reins. 

- They are highly sensitive to discussions about flying dust and 

Christmas Eve deliveries. 
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Faction: Reindeer (in Human Form - 

Darius) 

Overview: 

You are magical beings who work tirelessly to help Santa deliver joy to 

the world. While in human form, you blend into Christmas Village, but 

your true nature comes with great responsibility. The theft of the 

reindeer flying dust is a direct threat to your mission, and the murder 

has added to your unease. 

Goals: 

1. Recover the stolen flying dust—it’s vital to your ability to transform 

and fly. 

2. Protect your true identity from those who might exploit it. 

3. Solve the mystery while achieving your personal goals, which may 

involve loyalty or rivalry within your group. 

How to Identify Allies: 

- Reindeer in human form often wear subtle accessories, such as antler-

shaped hairpins or scarves resembling reins. 

- They are highly sensitive to discussions about flying dust and 

Christmas Eve deliveries. 
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Faction: Fairy Visitors (Mary Anne 

Frostwhisp) 

Overview: 

You hail from the enchanted forests beyond Christmas Village. You’ve 

come to observe the factory’s magical workings and spread fairy 

goodwill—or perhaps to advance your own agendas. The disruption of 

Santa’s workshop has made you wary, but your magical insight may 

hold the key to solving the mystery. 

Goals: 

1. Use your magical knowledge to uncover the truth about the murder 

and theft. 

2. Ensure your secrets are protected, as they could make you a target. 

3. Achieve your personal goals, which may involve alliances with other 

factions or individuals. 

How to Identify Allies: 

- Fairies wear flowing, ethereal garments with shimmering accents. 

- They are often drawn to discussions of magic, nature, or the factory’s 

enchantments. 
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Faction: Fairy Visitors (Aurora Stardance) 

Overview: 

You hail from the enchanted forests beyond Christmas Village. You’ve 

come to observe the factory’s magical workings and spread fairy 

goodwill—or perhaps to advance your own agendas. The disruption of 

Santa’s workshop has made you wary, but your magical insight may 

hold the key to solving the mystery. 

Goals: 

1. Use your magical knowledge to uncover the truth about the murder 

and theft. 

2. Ensure your secrets are protected, as they could make you a target. 

3. Achieve your personal goals, which may involve alliances with other 

factions or individuals. 

How to Identify Allies: 

- Fairies wear flowing, ethereal garments with shimmering accents. 

- They are often drawn to discussions of magic, nature, or the factory’s 

enchantments. 



 

Brian David Phillips 

 

 

178 

Faction: Fairy Visitors (Flint Silverdust) 

Overview: 

You hail from the enchanted forests beyond Christmas Village. You’ve 

come to observe the factory’s magical workings and spread fairy 

goodwill—or perhaps to advance your own agendas. The disruption of 

Santa’s workshop has made you wary, but your magical insight may 

hold the key to solving the mystery. 

Goals: 

1. Use your magical knowledge to uncover the truth about the murder 

and theft. 

2. Ensure your secrets are protected, as they could make you a target. 

3. Achieve your personal goals, which may involve alliances with other 

factions or individuals. 

How to Identify Allies: 

- Fairies wear flowing, ethereal garments with shimmering accents. 

- They are often drawn to discussions of magic, nature, or the factory’s 

enchantments. 
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Faction: Fairy Visitors (Willow Brightglow) 

Overview: 

You hail from the enchanted forests beyond Christmas Village. You’ve 

come to observe the factory’s magical workings and spread fairy 

goodwill—or perhaps to advance your own agendas. The disruption of 

Santa’s workshop has made you wary, but your magical insight may 

hold the key to solving the mystery. 

Goals: 

1. Use your magical knowledge to uncover the truth about the murder 

and theft. 

2. Ensure your secrets are protected, as they could make you a target. 

3. Achieve your personal goals, which may involve alliances with other 

factions or individuals. 

How to Identify Allies: 

- Fairies wear flowing, ethereal garments with shimmering accents. 

- They are often drawn to discussions of magic, nature, or the factory’s 

enchantments. 
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Faction: Outsiders (Karl Wintershade) 

Overview: 

You are newcomers to Christmas Village, each with your own reasons 

for being here. Some of you seek knowledge, others opportunity, and 

perhaps a few have darker motives. The events surrounding Santa’s 

workshop have given you a chance to observe—or meddle—in the 

village’s affairs. 

Goals: 

1. Pursue your individual agendas, which may align with solving the 

mystery—or complicating it. 

2. Adapt to the unique culture of Christmas Village and navigate its 

social dynamics. 

3. Protect your secrets while leveraging any advantage you can find. 

How to Identify Allies: 

- Outsiders wear distinctive, non-traditional attire that sets them apart 

from villagers and elves. 

- They may be inquisitive about the workings of the village or its 

magical traditions. 
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Faction: Outsiders (Felix Frostbite) 

Overview: 

You are newcomers to Christmas Village, each with your own reasons 

for being here. Some of you seek knowledge, others opportunity, and 

perhaps a few have darker motives. The events surrounding Santa’s 

workshop have given you a chance to observe—or meddle—in the 

village’s affairs. 

Goals: 

1. Pursue your individual agendas, which may align with solving the 

mystery—or complicating it. 

2. Adapt to the unique culture of Christmas Village and navigate its 

social dynamics. 

3. Protect your secrets while leveraging any advantage you can find. 

How to Identify Allies: 

- Outsiders wear distinctive, non-traditional attire that sets them apart 

from villagers and elves. 

- They may be inquisitive about the workings of the village or its 

magical traditions. 
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Faction: Outsiders (Sierra Snowdrift) 

Overview: 

You are newcomers to Christmas Village, each with your own reasons 

for being here. Some of you seek knowledge, others opportunity, and 

perhaps a few have darker motives. The events surrounding Santa’s 

workshop have given you a chance to observe—or meddle—in the 

village’s affairs. 

Goals: 

1. Pursue your individual agendas, which may align with solving the 

mystery—or complicating it. 

2. Adapt to the unique culture of Christmas Village and navigate its 

social dynamics. 

3. Protect your secrets while leveraging any advantage you can find. 

How to Identify Allies: 

- Outsiders wear distinctive, non-traditional attire that sets them apart 

from villagers and elves. 

- They may be inquisitive about the workings of the village or its 

magical traditions. 
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Faction: Outsiders (Otto Clockwork) 

Overview: 

You are newcomers to Christmas Village, each with your own reasons 

for being here. Some of you seek knowledge, others opportunity, and 

perhaps a few have darker motives. The events surrounding Santa’s 

workshop have given you a chance to observe—or meddle—in the 

village’s affairs. 

Goals: 

1. Pursue your individual agendas, which may align with solving the 

mystery—or complicating it. 

2. Adapt to the unique culture of Christmas Village and navigate its 

social dynamics. 

3. Protect your secrets while leveraging any advantage you can find. 

How to Identify Allies: 

- Outsiders wear distinctive, non-traditional attire that sets them apart 

from villagers and elves. 

- They may be inquisitive about the workings of the village or its 

magical traditions. 
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Faction: Outsiders (Lucille Evergreen) 

Overview: 

You are newcomers to Christmas Village, each with your own reasons 

for being here. Some of you seek knowledge, others opportunity, and 

perhaps a few have darker motives. The events surrounding Santa’s 

workshop have given you a chance to observe—or meddle—in the 

village’s affairs. 

Goals: 

1. Pursue your individual agendas, which may align with solving the 

mystery—or complicating it. 

2. Adapt to the unique culture of Christmas Village and navigate its 

social dynamics. 

3. Protect your secrets while leveraging any advantage you can find. 

How to Identify Allies: 

- Outsiders wear distinctive, non-traditional attire that sets them apart 

from villagers and elves. 

- They may be inquisitive about the workings of the village or its 

magical traditions. 
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Faction: Outsiders (Marion Coldbranch) 

Overview: 

You are newcomers to Christmas Village, each with your own reasons 

for being here. Some of you seek knowledge, others opportunity, and 

perhaps a few have darker motives. The events surrounding Santa’s 

workshop have given you a chance to observe—or meddle—in the 

village’s affairs. 

Goals: 

1. Pursue your individual agendas, which may align with solving the 

mystery—or complicating it. 

2. Adapt to the unique culture of Christmas Village and navigate its 

social dynamics. 

3. Protect your secrets while leveraging any advantage you can find. 

How to Identify Allies: 

- Outsiders wear distinctive, non-traditional attire that sets them apart 

from villagers and elves. 

- They may be inquisitive about the workings of the village or its 

magical traditions. 
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Clues for All Characters 
Christmas Villagers 

 

1. Mrs. Claus 

• Clue 1 (About Self): Mrs. Claus was the last person seen 

entering Santa’s private workshop before the body was 

discovered. She claims she went to deliver tea but stayed 

longer than expected. 

• Clue 2 (About Biddle Bee): She noticed Biddle Bee 

acting strangely around the reindeer stables, muttering 

about “securing the magic.” 

• Clue 3 (About Krampus): Mrs. Claus has heard 

unsettling tales of Krampus from travelers and noticed a 

newcomer (Karl Wintershade) whose presence feels eerily 

similar. 
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2. Holly Jinglewood 

• Clue 1 (About Self): Holly baked a tray of gingerbread 

cookies that went missing from the kitchen. She insists 

someone took them to Santa’s workshop late at night. 

• Clue 2 (About Jasper Tinkerwick): Holly overheard 

Jasper mumbling about “unfinished business” with Santa 

during their morning tea break. 

• Clue 3 (About Sierra Snowdrift): Holly thinks Sierra is 

asking too many questions about the factory’s inner 

workings for someone who claims to be a mere storyteller. 

 

 

 

3. Mayor Evergleam 

• Clue 1 (About Self): The mayor recently argued with 

Santa over the declining efficiency of the factory, 

believing modernization was necessary. 

• Clue 2 (About Candy Glitterwhisk): Mayor Evergleam 

noticed Candy was unusually agitated when discussing 

quality control issues and seemed evasive about missing 

inventory. 

• Clue 3 (About Comet): The mayor saw Comet sneaking 

into Santa’s office late one night with a bag of supplies. 
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4. Jack Tinseltop 

• Clue 1 (About Self): Jack sold a carved wooden box to an 

unknown buyer who requested it be delivered 

anonymously to Santa’s workshop. 

• Clue 2 (About Aurora Stardance): Jack observed Aurora 

inspecting the factory floor with an intense curiosity, 

especially near the magical dust vault. 

• Clue 3 (About Marion Coldbranch): Jack recalls Marion 

borrowing a rare book about magical substances from the 

village library just before the incident. 

 

5. Martha Sleighbell 

• Clue 1 (About Self): Martha discovered a torn piece of 

fabric near her store that matches the intruder’s outfit. She 

hasn’t told anyone yet. 

• Clue 2 (About Otto Clockwork): Martha noticed Otto 

examining the factory’s enchanted locks with more interest 

than seemed appropriate. 

• Clue 3 (About Dancer): Martha found a half-empty vial 

of flying dust behind the reindeer stables and suspects 

Dancer might know something about it. 
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Elf Toybuilders 

 

6. Biddle Bee 

• Clue 1 (About Self): Biddle Bee found the magical dust 

vault tampered with before the murder and tried to secure 

it without alerting anyone. 

• Clue 2 (About Felix Frostbite): Biddle Bee overheard 

Felix muttering about “getting even” with Santa during a 

heated conversation with someone in the shadows. 

• Clue 3 (About Mary Anne Frostwhisp): Biddle Bee 

sensed an unusual magical aura around Mary Anne and 

suspects she’s hiding her true identity. 

 

 

7. Tinker Sparks 

• Clue 1 (About Self): Tinker designed a secret 

compartment in Santa’s workshop to store experimental 

devices. He swears it wasn’t tampered with—but can’t 

prove it. 

• Clue 2 (About Peppermint Sprinkle): Tinker caught 

Peppermint sneaking around the prototype lab on the night 

of the incident. 

• Clue 3 (About Karl Wintershade): Tinker’s machines 

have been acting erratically since Karl Wintershade arrived 

in the village. 
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8. Candy Glitterwhisk 

• Clue 1 (About Self): Candy conducted a surprise 

inspection of the dust vault and found inventory 

discrepancies but kept it quiet to avoid panic. 

• Clue 2 (About Prancer): Candy saw Prancer leaving the 

factory carrying a suspicious-looking sack, which he 

claimed was “decorations.” 

• Clue 3 (About Felix Frostbite): Candy discovered an 

unsigned resignation letter addressed to Santa among 

Felix’s old tools. 

 

9. Peppermint Sprinkle 

• Clue 1 (About Self): Peppermint was spotted near the toy 

assembly line after hours, where a strange glittery residue 

was later found. 

• Clue 2 (About Willow Brightglow): Peppermint saw 

Willow casting a subtle spell near the dust vault but 

couldn’t make out its purpose. 

• Clue 3 (About Lucille Evergreen): Peppermint overheard 

Lucille arguing with Jack Tinseltop about environmental 

concerns over the factory’s magic use. 
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10. Jasper Tinkerwick 

• Clue 1 (About Self): Jasper was in possession of a map of 

the factory floor with secret pathways marked. He claims 

it’s just an old blueprint. 

• Clue 2 (About Vixen): Jasper noticed Vixen pacing 

nervously near the loading docks shortly before the body 

was discovered. 

• Clue 3 (About Flint Silverdust): Jasper suspects Flint 

knows more about the factory’s magical mechanisms than 

he’s letting on. 

 

 

11. Glimmer Jollymint 

• Clue 1 (About Self): Glimmer found a hidden note 

addressed to Santa warning him about a potential betrayal 

but couldn’t identify the writer. 

• Clue 2 (About Dasher): Glimmer overheard Dasher 

whispering to Dancer about a “plan” that needed to happen 

before Christmas Eve. 

• Clue 3 (About Otto Clockwork): Glimmer is convinced 

Otto tampered with the enchanted clock that controls the 

factory’s workflow. 
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Reindeer (in Human Form) 

 

• Comet (Connor) 

Clue 1 (About Self): Comet was seen near Santa’s workshop 

with a key that opens restricted areas. He claims he found it on 

the ground. 

Clue 2 (About Jack Tinseltop): Comet noticed Jack delivering 

a mysterious wooden box to an unknown figure near the stables. 

Clue 3 (About Karl Wintershade): Comet feels an inexplicable 

sense of dread whenever Karl Wintershade is nearby. 

 

 

• Dancer (Danica) 

Clue 1 (About Self): Dancer was caught leaving the reindeer 

stables with a faint glitter of flying dust on her coat. She claims 

it’s from a routine inventory check. 

Clue 2 (About Martha Sleighbell): Dancer spotted Martha 

hiding a scrap of fabric that looked like it came from the 

intruder’s coat. 

Clue 3 (About Aurora Stardance): Dancer overheard Aurora 

humming a tune that seemed to have magical resonance, as if 

casting a spell. 
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• Prancer (Pat) 

Clue 1 (About Self): Prancer secretly tested some flying dust 

recently and hasn’t told anyone. The effects were slightly 

unpredictable. 

Clue 2 (About Candy Glitterwhisk): Prancer saw Candy 

hastily close the dust vault one evening and look around 

nervously. 

Clue 3 (About Felix Frostbite): Prancer once overheard Felix 

grumbling about how he could “bring the whole operation 

down” if he wanted. 

 

• Vixen (Valerie) 

Clue 1 (About Self): Vixen was seen arguing with Santa (or the 

intruder in his guise) shortly before the body was discovered. 

Clue 2 (About Jasper Tinkerwick): Vixen saw Jasper holding 

a map of the factory’s secret tunnels and noted his evasive 

reaction when questioned. 

Clue 3 (About Mary Anne Frostwhisp): Vixen noticed Mary 

Anne speaking in hushed tones to Biddle Bee (Santa in 

disguise). 

 

• Dasher (Darius) 

Clue 1 (About Self): Dasher has been sneaking out of the 

factory at odd hours, claiming he’s practicing flying techniques. 

Clue 2 (About Glimmer Jollymint): Dasher caught Glimmer 

reading a cryptic note addressed to Santa about “betrayal.” 

Clue 3 (About Otto Clockwork): Dasher believes Otto’s 

“repairs” on the factory’s enchanted locks seem more like 

tampering. 
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Fairy Visitors 

 

• Mary Anne Frostwhisp 

Clue 1 (About Self): Mary Anne claims to be a visiting 

ambassador but avoids questions about her exact purpose. 

Clue 2 (About Vixen): Mary Anne noticed Vixen behaving 

defensively near the dust vault, as though protecting something. 

Clue 3 (About Felix Frostbite): Mary Anne sensed traces of 

dark magic around Felix and suspects he may have ties to 

Krampus. 

 

• Aurora Stardance 

Clue 1 (About Self): Aurora performed a magical display in the 

town square but used more energy than intended, leaving her 

momentarily vulnerable. 

Clue 2 (About Mayor Evergleam): Aurora overheard the 

mayor saying, “The factory isn’t sustainable,” while reviewing 

Santa’s ledgers. 

Clue 3 (About Dancer): Aurora knows Dancer is struggling to 

maintain her human disguise and suspects it’s affecting her 

behavior. 
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• Flint Silverdust 

Clue 1 (About Self): Flint was seen in the factory archives 

searching for information about the flying dust’s properties. 

Clue 2 (About Jack Tinseltop): Flint noticed Jack carving a 

strange rune into a piece of wood meant for Santa’s private 

collection. 

Clue 3 (About Comet): Flint overheard Comet discussing the 

potential dangers of losing control over the flying dust supply. 

 

 

• Willow Brightglow 

Clue 1 (About Self): Willow accidentally left behind a trail of 

fairy dust near the vault, raising questions about her presence 

there. 

Clue 2 (About Glimmer Jollymint): Willow caught Glimmer 

snooping around a restricted area, holding what looked like a 

stolen factory key. 

Clue 3 (About Lucille Evergreen): Willow found Lucille 

sketching detailed diagrams of the factory’s magical 

mechanisms. 
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Outsiders 

 

• (Karl Wintershade 

Clue 1 (About Self): Karl was seen near the reindeer stables late 

at night, claiming to admire the animals. His demeanor was 

unsettling. 

Clue 2 (About Tinker Sparks): Karl questioned Tinker 

repeatedly about the dust’s exact effects, almost as if gathering 

intel. 

Clue 3 (About Mrs. Claus): Karl finds Mrs. Claus strangely 

insightful and suspects she may know more about the murder 

than she lets on. 

 

 

• Felix Frostbite 

Clue 1 (About Self): Felix has been bitter since losing his job at 

the factory and has made threats about “exposing the truth” 

behind its operations. 

Clue 2 (About Martha Sleighbell): Felix saw Martha holding 

what looked like a magical charm, though she denied knowing 

what it was. 

Clue 3 (About Candy Glitterwhisk): Felix claims Candy once 

covered up an inventory discrepancy to protect her own 

reputation. 
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• Sierra Snowdrift 

Clue 1 (About Self): Sierra carries an old map of Christmas 

Village that marks hidden paths to the factory’s restricted zones. 

Clue 2 (About Otto Clockwork): Sierra caught Otto muttering 

about “time running out” while examining one of his clocks. 

Clue 3 (About Holly Jinglewood): Sierra knows Holly’s 

missing gingerbread cookies were seen near the crime scene. 

 

 

• Otto Clockwork 

Clue 1 (About Self): Otto is obsessed with repairing the 

enchanted clocks but has been accused of making unauthorized 

modifications. 

Clue 2 (About Dasher): Otto saw Dasher carrying a glowing 

object wrapped in cloth near the dust vault. 

Clue 3 (About Jasper Tinkerwick): Otto noticed Jasper 

whispering to Mary Anne and suspects they share a secret. 

 

 

• Lucille Evergreen 

Clue 1 (About Self): Lucille has been lobbying to shut down 

parts of the factory she deems environmentally harmful. 

Clue 2 (About Flint Silverdust): Lucille found Flint sketching 

designs for a magical device and wonders if it relates to the dust 

vault. 

Clue 3 (About Prancer): Lucille caught Prancer testing flying 

dust, which she believes is a violation of safety protocols. 

 

• Marion Coldbranch 

Clue 1 (About Self): Marion carries a rare book about reindeer 
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flying dust and its magical properties. 

Clue 2 (About Aurora Stardance): Marion saw Aurora using 

her magic to enhance the dust’s properties in a private 

demonstration. 

Clue 3 (About Mayor Evergleam): Marion overheard the 

mayor’s conversation about “modernizing Christmas,” which 

included some unsettling suggestions. 
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1. Mrs. Claus 
• Faction: Christmas Villagers 

 

• Gender: Female 

 

• Age: Timeless 

 

• Role: Santa’s Wife 

 

• Roleplay Hook: Warm and nurturing, but deeply worried about 

the future of Christmas. 

 

• Costume: Traditional Christmas dress with a white apron, often 

carrying a tray of cookies or a teapot. 

PUBLIC INFORMATION: 

Mrs. Claus is the matriarch of Christmas Village, beloved by all for her 

kindness and wisdom. In the absence of Santa, she has taken a 

leadership role, comforting the villagers and trying to keep the factory 

running smoothly. However, there is a sadness in her eyes, and she 

sometimes loses her composure when discussing the events 

surrounding Santa’s disappearance. She was the last person to see Santa 

alive—or so she claims. 

PRIVATE INFORMATION: 

Mrs. Claus is hiding a critical secret: she knows the intruder wasn’t 

Santa because she saw Santa (as Biddle Bee) leaving the workshop 

before the body was discovered. She fears revealing this might lead to 

panic or accusations against her. Furthermore, she has begun to suspect 

that Karl Wintershade is the infamous Krampus, based on stories she’s 
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heard from travelers. She has also noticed Biddle Bee acting 

suspiciously, as though hiding something important. 

SPECIAL ABILITY: 

- Ability Name: Comforting Presence 

- Ability Description: Once during the game, Mrs. Claus can calm a 

tense situation. Any character involved in an argument must speak 

honestly for 5 minutes. 

PERSONAL GOALS: 

1. Protect the spirit of Christmas and maintain order in the village. 

2. Discover the true identity of the intruder without exposing her own 

secrets. 

3. Confirm her suspicions about Karl Wintershade. 

WHAT YOU KNOW ABOUT OTHERS: 

1. Biddle Bee: Mrs. Claus saw Biddle Bee acting strangely around the 

reindeer stables, muttering about “securing the magic.” 

2. Karl Wintershade: Mrs. Claus has heard unsettling tales of 

Krampus and suspects Karl Wintershade may be him in disguise. 

3. Mayor Evergleam: Mrs. Claus knows the mayor recently argued 

with Santa over the declining efficiency of the factory. 
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2. Holly Jinglewood 
• Faction: Christmas Villagers 

 

• Gender: Female 

 

• Age: 35 

 

• Role: Baker and Café Owner 

 

• Roleplay Hook: Spirited and opinionated, fiercely protective of 

Christmas traditions. 

 

• Costume: Festive chef’s attire with a holly brooch. 

PUBLIC INFORMATION: 

Holly is the head baker at the Gingerbread Café, known for her 

delicious treats and no-nonsense attitude. She is a staunch supporter of 

traditional Christmas values and has been vocal about her distrust of 

outsiders and recent changes in the village. Holly was upset to learn her 

tray of freshly baked gingerbread cookies went missing on the night of 

the incident. 

PRIVATE INFORMATION: 

Holly suspects that the missing cookies were used to lure the intruder 

into Santa’s workshop. She overheard Jasper Tinkerwick mumbling 

about “unfinished business” with Santa and wonders if he might be 

involved. Holly also finds Sierra Snowdrift’s interest in the factory 

suspicious, especially since Sierra has been asking so many questions 

about its inner workings. 
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SPECIAL ABILITY: 

- Ability Name: Keen Senses 

- Ability Description: Once during the game, Holly can reveal if a 

character’s statement contains a lie or omission. 

PERSONAL GOALS: 

1. Find out who stole her gingerbread cookies and why. 

2. Uncover Sierra Snowdrift’s true intentions in Christmas Village. 

3. Ensure the factory remains loyal to traditional Christmas values. 

WHAT YOU KNOW ABOUT OTHERS: 

1. Jasper Tinkerwick: Holly overheard Jasper mumbling about 

“unfinished business” with Santa during their morning tea break. 

2. Sierra Snowdrift: Holly thinks Sierra is asking too many questions 

about the factory’s inner workings for someone who claims to be a 

mere storyteller. 

3. Mrs. Claus: Holly knows Mrs. Claus has been unusually stressed, 

which makes her worry something deeper is being hidden. 
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3. Mayor Evergleam 
• Faction: Christmas Villagers 

 

• Gender: Male or Female 

 

• Age: 50 

 

• Role: Village Mayor 

 

• Roleplay Hook: Diplomatic and pragmatic, but with hidden 

doubts about Christmas traditions. 

 

• Costume: Formal winter coat with a shiny mayoral sash. 

PUBLIC INFORMATION: 

The mayor is a figure of authority in Christmas Village, always striving 

to balance tradition with modern needs. They have a reputation for 

diplomacy but have been under strain due to the recent upheaval. The 

mayor was seen in heated discussions with Santa (or the intruder in his 

guise) about modernizing the factory. 

PRIVATE INFORMATION: 

The mayor is secretly considering a proposal to automate parts of the 

factory, believing it would increase efficiency. They noticed Comet 

sneaking into Santa’s office with a bag of supplies on the night of the 

incident and have been quietly investigating Candy Glitterwhisk, who 

seemed unusually defensive during a recent inventory review. 

SPECIAL ABILITY: 

- Ability Name: Authority Figure 
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- Ability Description: The mayor can compel one character to reveal a 

clue they hold about someone else. 

PERSONAL GOALS: 

1. Protect the village’s interests by ensuring a smooth resolution to the 

mystery. 

2. Determine whether automation is a viable solution without alienating 

traditionalists. 

3. Investigate Comet’s and Candy’s suspicious behaviors. 

WHAT YOU KNOW ABOUT OTHERS: 

1. Candy Glitterwhisk: The mayor noticed Candy was unusually 

agitated when discussing quality control issues and seemed evasive 

about missing inventory. 

2. Comet (Connor): The mayor saw Comet sneaking into Santa’s 

office late one night with a bag of supplies. 

3. Jack Tinseltop: The mayor believes Jack’s wooden carvings 

sometimes contain secret compartments, possibly used for smuggling. 

  



 

LARP Murder At Santa’s Workshop 

 

 

205 

4. Jack Tinseltop 
• Faction: Christmas Villagers 

 

• Gender: Male 

 

• Age: 60 

 

• Role: Woodcarver and Former Toymaker 

 

• Roleplay Hook: Grumpy yet endearing, skeptical of changes in 

the factory. 

 

• Costume: Work apron covered in sawdust, with a warm plaid 

scarf. 

PUBLIC INFORMATION: 

Jack is a skilled woodcarver who once worked as a toymaker in Santa’s 

factory. He left the factory years ago to focus on more traditional crafts, 

citing dissatisfaction with the newer enchanted toy-making techniques. 

Though he’s no longer part of the factory’s workforce, Jack is still 

involved in the village and provides specialty wooden items for special 

projects. 

PRIVATE INFORMATION: 

Jack recently sold a carved wooden box to an anonymous buyer, who 

insisted it be delivered to Santa’s workshop. Jack didn’t ask questions 

but felt uneasy about the request. On the night of the incident, he 

noticed Aurora Stardance wandering near the dust vault and found her 

curiosity about the factory’s operations suspicious. Jack is also aware 

that Marion Coldbranch borrowed a rare book about magical 
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substances from the village library, which might tie into the theft of the 

flying dust. 

SPECIAL ABILITY: 

- Ability Name: Master Craftsman 

- Ability Description: Once during the game, Jack can identify 

whether an object (or part of a story) is genuinely handmade or 

magically altered. 

PERSONAL GOALS: 

1. Discover the identity of the mysterious buyer of his wooden box. 

2. Protect the traditional craftsmanship of Christmas Village. 

3. Investigate Aurora and Marion’s connections to the crime. 

WHAT YOU KNOW ABOUT OTHERS: 

1. Aurora Stardance: Jack observed Aurora inspecting the factory 

floor with intense curiosity, especially near the magical dust vault. 

2. Marion Coldbranch: Jack recalls Marion borrowing a rare book 

about magical substances from the library just before the incident. 

3. Comet (Connor): Jack suspects Comet’s loyalty is conflicted after 

witnessing him hesitating during a delivery. 
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5. Martha Sleighbell 
• Faction: Christmas Villagers 

 

• Gender: Female 

 

• Age: 45 

 

• Role: General Store Owner 

 

• Roleplay Hook: Cheerful and inquisitive, but occasionally 

tactless. 

 

• Costume: Practical winter dress with jingling sleigh bell 

earrings. 

PUBLIC INFORMATION: 

Martha runs the village’s general store, a hub for both essential supplies 

and gossip. She is known for her friendly demeanor but has a habit of 

prying into everyone’s business. Martha takes pride in being informed 

about everything happening in the village and often knows things 

before they become common knowledge. 

PRIVATE INFORMATION: 

Martha discovered a torn piece of fabric near her store that matches the 

intruder’s outfit. She’s unsure whether to reveal this information, as it 

might implicate someone she cares about. She has also noticed Otto 

Clockwork examining the enchanted locks on the factory floor and 

suspects he may have tampered with them. Martha found a half-empty 

vial of flying dust behind the reindeer stables and believes Dancer may 

know something about it. 
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SPECIAL ABILITY: 

- Ability Name: Gossip Central 

- Ability Description: Martha can share one clue about another 

character in exchange for information from that player. 

PERSONAL GOALS: 

1. Uncover the identity of the intruder using the torn fabric clue. 

2. Determine whether Otto tampered with the factory locks. 

3. Confirm her suspicions about Dancer’s connection to the flying dust. 

WHAT YOU KNOW ABOUT OTHERS: 

1. Otto Clockwork: Martha noticed Otto examining the factory’s 

enchanted locks with more interest than seemed appropriate. 

2. Dancer (Danica): Martha found a half-empty vial of flying dust 

behind the reindeer stables and suspects Dancer might know something 

about it. 

3. Jack Tinseltop: Martha believes Jack is hiding the identity of a 

customer who bought a suspicious item from him. 
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6. Biddle Bee 
• Faction: Elf Toybuilders 

 

• Gender: Male or Female 

 

• Age: Ageless (appears 40) 

 

• Role: Toy Inspector (Santa in disguise) 

 

• Roleplay Hook: Observant and slightly aloof, with an air of 

hidden authority. 

 

• Costume: Neatly pressed elf uniform with a clipboard and quill 

pen. 

PUBLIC INFORMATION: 

Biddle Bee is the meticulous toy inspector responsible for ensuring 

every toy meets Santa’s high standards. Known for being precise and 

focused, Biddle Bee rarely engages in small talk and often seems 

distracted. Some elves have noticed that Biddle Bee has been acting 

unusually lately, as though preoccupied with something beyond toy 

quality. 

PRIVATE INFORMATION: 

Biddle Bee is actually Santa in disguise, investigating the theft and 

murder. Santa’s goal is to uncover who orchestrated the crime while 

keeping his identity secret. Santa knows the body found in his 

workshop was not him but an intruder dressed as him. Biddle Bee also 

sensed an unusual magical aura around Mary Anne Frostwhisp and 

suspects she might know more than she lets on. 
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SPECIAL ABILITY: 

- Ability Name: Authority in Disguise 

- Ability Description: Once during the game, Biddle Bee can compel 

another character to answer a question truthfully if it pertains to factory 

operations. 

PERSONAL GOALS: 

1. Uncover the identity of the mastermind behind the theft and murder. 

2. Keep Santa’s true identity as Biddle Bee hidden. 

3. Investigate Mary Anne Frostwhisp and her potential connection to 

the magical aura. 

WHAT YOU KNOW ABOUT OTHERS: 

1. Felix Frostbite: Biddle Bee overheard Felix muttering about 

“getting even” with Santa during a heated conversation with someone 

in the shadows. 

2. Mary Anne Frostwhisp: Biddle Bee sensed an unusual magical aura 

around Mary Anne and suspects she’s hiding her true identity. 

3. Martha Sleighbell: Biddle Bee noticed Martha handling a piece of 

fabric similar to the intruder’s clothing. 
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7. Tinker Sparks 
• Faction: Elf Toybuilders 

 

• Gender: Male 

 

• Age: 200 (appears 35) 

 

• Role: Mechanical Genius and Toy Designer 

 

• Roleplay Hook: Inventive and eccentric, with a tendency to 

keep secrets. 

 

• Costume: Work overalls adorned with gears and tool pockets, 

and goggles pushed onto his forehead. 

PUBLIC INFORMATION: 

Tinker is known for his groundbreaking mechanical designs, blending 

traditional craftsmanship with enchanted components. While his 

inventions have revolutionized toy-making, his eccentric nature often 

makes him a bit of an outsider among the elves. He has been acting 

slightly more secretive than usual lately, especially about his latest 

prototypes. 

PRIVATE INFORMATION: 

Tinker secretly designed a hidden compartment in Santa’s workshop to 

store sensitive materials and devices. After the murder, he checked the 

compartment and found it empty, which has deeply unsettled him. 

Tinker is suspicious of Peppermint Sprinkle, whom he caught sneaking 

around the prototype lab, and of Karl Wintershade (Krampus), as his 

machines have been malfunctioning since Karl’s arrival. 
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SPECIAL ABILITY: 

- Ability Name: Mechanical Insight 

- Ability Description: Tinker can inspect a physical object and 

determine if it has been tampered with or altered. 

PERSONAL GOALS: 

1. Find out who accessed the hidden compartment in Santa’s workshop. 

2. Protect the integrity of his mechanical designs from sabotage. 

3. Investigate Karl Wintershade’s connection to the mechanical 

failures. 

WHAT YOU KNOW ABOUT OTHERS: 

1. Peppermint Sprinkle: Tinker caught Peppermint sneaking around 

the prototype lab on the night of the incident. 

2. Karl Wintershade: Tinker’s machines have been acting erratically 

since Karl arrived in the village. 

3. Jasper Tinkerwick: Tinker suspects Jasper has knowledge of secret 

factory pathways but hasn’t been forthcoming about it. 
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8. Candy Glitterwhisk 
• Faction: Elf Toybuilders 

 

• Gender: Female 

 

• Age: 150 (appears 25) 

 

• Role: Quality Assurance Inspector 

 

• Roleplay Hook: Enthusiastic but suspicious of others’ work 

ethics. 

 

• Costume: A tailored elf suit with a magnifying glass hanging 

from her neck. 

PUBLIC INFORMATION: 

Candy takes her role as quality assurance inspector very seriously, 

often clashing with other elves over minor imperfections. Her 

enthusiasm for perfection is both admired and a source of tension 

among the workers. Recently, she conducted a surprise inspection of 

the dust vault and found discrepancies in the inventory, but she has not 

shared this with anyone. 

PRIVATE INFORMATION: 

Candy discovered an unsigned resignation letter addressed to Santa in 

Felix Frostbite’s old workspace. She suspects it might be connected to 

his bitterness about being dismissed. Candy also saw Prancer carrying a 

suspicious sack from the factory, which he claimed contained 

decorations but looked heavier than expected. 
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SPECIAL ABILITY: 

- Ability Name: Fault Finder 

- Ability Description: Candy can examine any piece of evidence or 

testimony and find inconsistencies in its story. 

PERSONAL GOALS: 

1. Determine the cause of the inventory discrepancies in the dust vault. 

2. Investigate the suspicious resignation letter found in Felix’s 

workspace. 

3. Confirm whether Prancer’s actions relate to the theft. 

WHAT YOU KNOW ABOUT OTHERS: 

1. Prancer (Pat): Candy saw Prancer leaving the factory carrying a 

suspicious-looking sack, which he claimed was “decorations.” 

2. Felix Frostbite: Candy discovered an unsigned resignation letter 

addressed to Santa among Felix’s old tools. 

3. Mayor Evergleam: Candy noticed the mayor watching her during 

the inventory review, which made her feel uneasy. 
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9. Peppermint Sprinkle 
• Faction: Elf Toybuilders 

 

• Gender: Male or Female 

 

• Age: 90 (appears 18) 

 

• Role: Decoration Specialist 

 

• Roleplay Hook: Overly optimistic and easily distracted. 

 

• Costume: A brightly colored outfit covered in tinsel and glitter. 

PUBLIC INFORMATION: 

Peppermint is responsible for decorating the factory and is known for 

their cheerful disposition and ability to brighten any room. However, 

their tendency to wander off-task has earned them a reputation for 

being unreliable. They were seen near the toy assembly line after hours, 

where glittery residue was later found. 

PRIVATE INFORMATION: 

Peppermint has a habit of eavesdropping and has picked up bits of 

sensitive information without fully understanding its significance. They 

noticed Willow Brightglow casting a subtle spell near the dust vault 

and overheard Lucille Evergreen arguing with Jack Tinseltop about 

environmental concerns related to the factory. 

SPECIAL ABILITY: 

- Ability Name: Glitter Trail 

- Ability Description: Peppermint can leave behind a “trail” of 
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information, subtly influencing conversations to connect unrelated 

topics. 

PERSONAL GOALS: 

1. Clear their name regarding the glittery residue found at the assembly 

line. 

2. Uncover what Willow Brightglow was doing near the dust vault. 

3. Understand the nature of Lucille’s argument with Jack. 

WHAT YOU KNOW ABOUT OTHERS: 

1. Willow Brightglow: Peppermint saw Willow casting a subtle spell 

near the dust vault but couldn’t make out its purpose. 

2. Lucille Evergreen: Peppermint overheard Lucille arguing with Jack 

Tinseltop about environmental concerns over the factory’s magic use. 

3. Tinker Sparks: Peppermint knows Tinker suspects them of 

tampering with the prototype lab, though they insist they were just 

passing through. 
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10. Jasper Tinkerwick 
• Faction: Elf Toybuilders 

 

• Gender: Male 

 

• Age: 300 (appears 60) 

 

• Role: Veteran Toymaker 

 

• Roleplay Hook: Wise but often lost in nostalgic ramblings. 

 

• Costume: A traditional elf suit with fraying edges and a 

notebook tucked in his pocket. 

PUBLIC INFORMATION: 

Jasper has been a part of Santa’s factory for centuries, earning respect 

for his craftsmanship and dedication. He often reminisces about the 

“good old days” before the factory began adopting modern techniques. 

Recently, Jasper has been seen carrying a map of the factory floor with 

marked pathways, which he insists is just an old blueprint. 

PRIVATE INFORMATION: 

Jasper is hiding the fact that the map he holds is not merely a blueprint 

but a guide to the factory’s secret tunnels. He noticed Vixen pacing 

nervously near the loading docks shortly before the body was 

discovered and suspects she may have been up to something. Jasper is 

also wary of Flint Silverdust, whom he suspects knows more about the 

factory’s magical mechanisms than he admits. 

SPECIAL ABILITY: 

- Ability Name: Old Hand 
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- Ability Description: Jasper can recall obscure historical details about 

the factory that others may not know. 

PERSONAL GOALS: 

1. Protect the factory’s secrets from falling into the wrong hands. 

2. Determine whether Vixen’s behavior near the loading docks is 

connected to the murder. 

3. Find out what Flint is hiding about the factory’s magical 

mechanisms. 

WHAT YOU KNOW ABOUT OTHERS: 

1. Vixen (Valerie): Jasper noticed Vixen pacing nervously near the 

loading docks shortly before the body was discovered. 

2. Flint Silverdust: Jasper suspects Flint knows more about the 

factory’s magical mechanisms than he’s letting on. 

3. Mayor Evergleam: Jasper knows the mayor has been advocating for 

factory modernization, which he vehemently opposes. 
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11. Glimmer Jollymint 
• Faction: Elf Toybuilders 

 

• Gender: Female 

 

• Age: 75 (appears 20) 

 

• Role: Apprentice Toybuilder 

 

• Roleplay Hook: Nervous and eager to prove herself. 

 

• Costume: A simple elf uniform with oversized tools and a 

notebook for sketching ideas. 

PUBLIC INFORMATION: 

Glimmer is the youngest and most inexperienced toymaker in the 

factory, but her enthusiasm for learning is unmatched. Though she tries 

her best to keep up, her nervous energy often causes her to make small 

mistakes. She recently found a mysterious note addressed to Santa and 

has been unsure how to handle it. 

PRIVATE INFORMATION: 

Glimmer discovered a hidden note addressed to Santa that warned of a 

potential betrayal within the factory. Unable to identify the writer, she 

fears revealing it might implicate her in the crime. On the night of the 

incident, Glimmer saw Dasher whispering to Dancer about a “plan,” 

but she couldn’t hear the details. She also noticed Otto Clockwork 

behaving suspiciously around the enchanted factory clock. 

SPECIAL ABILITY: 

- Ability Name: Overheard Snippet 
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- Ability Description: Once during the game, Glimmer can recall a 

fragment of a conversation she overheard and use it to question others. 

PERSONAL GOALS: 

1. Protect her reputation as an apprentice and avoid being blamed for 

mistakes. 

2. Identify the writer of the mysterious note addressed to Santa. 

3. Understand what Dasher and Dancer were plotting on the night of 

the incident. 

WHAT YOU KNOW ABOUT OTHERS: 

1. Dasher (Darius): Glimmer overheard Dasher whispering to Dancer 

about a “plan” that needed to happen before Christmas Eve. 

2. Otto Clockwork: Glimmer is convinced Otto tampered with the 

enchanted clock that controls the factory’s workflow. 

3. Candy Glitterwhisk: Glimmer noticed Candy avoiding questions 

about a missing inventory report.  
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12. Comet (Connor) 
• Faction: Reindeer 

 

• Gender: Male 

 

• Age: Timeless (appears 30) 

 

• Role: Steadfast Reindeer and Logistics Expert 

 

• Roleplay Hook: Loyal but hiding a guilty conscience. 

 

• Costume: Rugged winter clothing with a scarf that resembles 

reins. 

PUBLIC INFORMATION: 

Comet is a dependable reindeer who prides himself on maintaining the 

logistics of Christmas deliveries. Known for his straightforward nature, 

Comet is deeply respected among the reindeer. However, he has been 

uncharacteristically quiet since the murder, leading some to wonder if 

he’s hiding something. 

PRIVATE INFORMATION: 

Comet was seen near Santa’s workshop with a key that opens restricted 

areas. He found the key on the ground but hasn’t reported it, fearing 

suspicion might fall on him. On the night of the incident, Comet 

noticed Jack Tinseltop delivering a wooden box to an unknown figure 

near the stables. He also feels a strange sense of dread whenever Karl 

Wintershade  is nearby and suspects his true identity. 

SPECIAL ABILITY: 

- Ability Name: Inner Compass 
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- Ability Description: Comet can detect when someone is physically or 

emotionally out of place, narrowing down possible suspects. 

PERSONAL GOALS: 

1. Protect the reindeer’s reputation and ensure the flying dust is 

recovered. 

2. Investigate the significance of the key he found near the workshop. 

3. Confirm whether Karl Wintershade is Krampus in disguise. 

WHAT YOU KNOW ABOUT OTHERS: 

1. Jack Tinseltop: Comet noticed Jack delivering a mysterious wooden 

box to an unknown figure near the stables. 

2. Karl Wintershade: Comet feels an inexplicable sense of dread 

whenever Karl Wintershade is nearby. 

3. Mayor Evergleam: Comet saw the mayor snooping around the dust 

storage area after hours. 
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13. Dancer (Danica) 
• Faction: Reindeer 

 

• Gender: Female 

 

• Age: Timeless (appears 25) 

 

• Role: Graceful Reindeer and Performer 

 

• Roleplay Hook: Charming but evasive about her actions. 

 

• Costume: Stylish winter attire with hints of glitter and an antler-

shaped brooch. 

PUBLIC INFORMATION: 

Dancer is known for her elegance and love of performing during 

Christmas celebrations. She has a natural charm that makes her a 

favorite among villagers, though her recent behavior has been oddly 

reserved. On the night of the incident, she was seen near the reindeer 

stables with a faint glitter of flying dust on her coat. 

PRIVATE INFORMATION: 

Dancer was retrieving flying dust from the vault to practice flying 

maneuvers in human form but was caught off guard when the murder 

occurred. She spotted Martha Sleighbell hiding a piece of fabric that 

looked like it came from the intruder’s coat. Additionally, she 

overheard Aurora Stardance humming what sounded like a magical 

incantation near the factory. 

SPECIAL ABILITY: 

- Ability Name: Captivating Presence 
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- Ability Description: Dancer can distract a group for 5 minutes, 

allowing her to subtly steer the conversation in her favor. 

PERSONAL GOALS: 

1. Ensure her actions with the flying dust remain undiscovered. 

2. Determine whether Aurora’s magical incantation is connected to the 

incident. 

3. Protect her reindeer identity while helping to solve the mystery. 

WHAT YOU KNOW ABOUT OTHERS: 

1. Martha Sleighbell: Dancer spotted Martha hiding a scrap of fabric 

that looked like it came from the intruder’s coat. 

2. Aurora Stardance: Dancer overheard Aurora humming a tune that 

seemed to have magical resonance, as if casting a spell. 

3. Glimmer Jollymint: Dancer noticed Glimmer lingering near the 

reindeer stables on the night of the incident. 
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14. Prancer (Pat) 
• Faction: Reindeer 

 

• Gender: Male or Female 

 

• Age: Timeless (appears 20) 

 

• Role: Spirited Reindeer with a Rebellious Streak 

 

• Roleplay Hook: Impulsive and questioning of authority. 

 

• Costume: Casual winter gear with a scarf tied like reins. 

PUBLIC INFORMATION: 

Prancer is a vibrant and bold reindeer known for questioning authority 

and pushing boundaries. Their impulsive nature often gets them into 

trouble, but their heart is always in the right place. Prancer recently 

tested flying dust on their own, resulting in unpredictable effects. 

PRIVATE INFORMATION: 

Prancer’s secret flying dust test left them with temporary magical side 

effects, which they’ve been hiding. They saw Candy Glitterwhisk 

hastily closing the dust vault and looking nervous. Prancer also 

overheard Felix Frostbite muttering about “bringing the operation 

down.” 

SPECIAL ABILITY: 

- Ability Name: Burst of Speed 

- Ability Description: Once during the game, Prancer can quickly 

investigate a single location for hidden clues. 
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PERSONAL GOALS: 

1. Avoid exposing their secret flying dust experiment. 

2. Investigate Candy’s suspicious behavior near the dust vault. 

3. Determine whether Felix Frostbite is planning sabotage. 

WHAT YOU KNOW ABOUT OTHERS: 

1. Candy Glitterwhisk: Prancer saw Candy hastily close the dust vault 

one evening and look around nervously. 

2. Felix Frostbite: Prancer once overheard Felix grumbling about how 

he could “bring the whole operation down” if he wanted. 

3. Sierra Snowdrift: Prancer noticed Sierra taking an unusual interest 

in the reindeer’s flight routines. 
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15. Vixen (Valerie) 
• Faction: Reindeer 

 

• Gender: Female 

 

• Age: Timeless (appears 28) 

 

• Role: Cunning Reindeer and Self-Appointed Group Leader 

 

• Roleplay Hook: Ambitious and slightly manipulative, always 

thinking two steps ahead. 

 

• Costume: Sleek winter coat with a fur trim and a reindeer-

shaped necklace. 

PUBLIC INFORMATION: 

Vixen prides herself on her leadership skills and ability to think 

strategically, often taking charge among the reindeer. Her confidence 

sometimes rubs others the wrong way, but she’s deeply committed to 

Christmas’s success. Vixen was seen arguing with Santa (or the 

intruder in his guise) shortly before the body was discovered. 

PRIVATE INFORMATION: 

Vixen was warning Santa about a potential betrayal within the ranks, 

which is why she was arguing with him. She suspects Jasper 

Tinkerwick of hiding something based on the map he’s been carrying 

and believes Mary Anne Frostwhisp is not who she claims to be. Vixen 

has also been trying to quietly investigate the missing flying dust. 

SPECIAL ABILITY: 

- Ability Name: Commanding Voice 
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- Ability Description: Vixen can assert her authority to redirect a 

group’s focus onto a specific topic or character. 

PERSONAL GOALS: 

1. Prove her leadership by uncovering the truth behind the murder and 

theft. 

2. Expose Mary Anne Frostwhisp’s true identity. 

3. Discover what Jasper is hiding about the factory’s pathways. 

WHAT YOU KNOW ABOUT OTHERS: 

1. Jasper Tinkerwick: Vixen saw Jasper holding a map of the 

factory’s secret tunnels and noted his evasive reaction when questioned. 

2. Mary Anne Frostwhisp: Vixen noticed Mary Anne speaking in 

hushed tones to Biddle Bee (Santa in disguise). 

3. Biddle Bee: Vixen noticed Biddle Bee acting suspiciously around 

the reindeer stables. 
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16. Dasher (Darius) 
• Faction: Reindeer 

 

• Gender: Male 

 

• Age: Timeless (appears 32) 

 

• Role: Bold and Daring Reindeer 

 

• Roleplay Hook: Outspoken and brave, but harboring a risky 

secret. 

 

• Costume: Practical, athletic winter gear with sturdy boots and a 

red scarf. 

PUBLIC INFORMATION: 

Dasher is known for his daring spirit and willingness to take risks for 

the greater good. His leadership style is action-oriented, and he prefers 

direct approaches to problems. Recently, he’s been sneaking out of the 

factory at odd hours, claiming to practice his flying techniques. 

PRIVATE INFORMATION: 

Dasher has been using the flying dust for experimental maneuvers but 

fears exposure, as it could discredit him among the reindeer. He caught 

Glimmer Jollymint reading a cryptic note addressed to Santa and 

believes she might know something about the betrayal. Dasher also 

noticed Otto Clockwork behaving suspiciously near the enchanted 

locks. 

SPECIAL ABILITY: 

- Ability Name: Fearless Charge 



 

Brian David Phillips 

 

 

230 

- Ability Description: Dasher can confront any character and force 

them to reveal whether they’ve been to a specific location. 

PERSONAL GOALS: 

1. Protect his secret experiments with the flying dust. 

2. Determine the meaning of the note Glimmer found. 

3. Uncover Otto’s true motives for being near the factory’s enchanted 

locks. 

WHAT YOU KNOW ABOUT OTHERS: 

1. Glimmer Jollymint: Dasher caught Glimmer reading a cryptic note 

addressed to Santa about “betrayal.” 

2. Otto Clockwork: Dasher believes Otto’s “repairs” on the factory’s 

enchanted locks seem more like tampering. 

3. Peppermint Sprinkle: Dasher noticed Peppermint leaving glittery 

residue in unusual places on the factory floor.  



 

LARP Murder At Santa’s Workshop 

 

 

231 

17. Mary Anne Frostwhisp 
• Faction: Fairy Visitors 

 

• Gender: Female 

 

• Age: 500 (appears 35) 

 

• Role: Fairy Ambassador (Santa in disguise, second identity) 

 

• Roleplay Hook: Observant, inquisitive, with an air of authority. 

 

• Costume: Flowing, icy-blue fairy gown with translucent wings 

and a sparkling wand. 

PUBLIC INFORMATION: 

Mary Anne is a visiting fairy ambassador who has come to observe 

Christmas Village and its operations. Her calm demeanor and 

penetrating questions have left some villagers impressed and others 

wary. She has been particularly interested in the factory’s magical 

processes. 

PRIVATE INFORMATION: 

Mary Anne is actually Santa in disguise, assuming a second identity to 

expand his investigation into the theft and murder. As Mary Anne, 

Santa can explore magical aspects of the village without raising 

suspicion. Santa/Mary Anne is particularly wary of Felix Frostbite and 

Vixen, both of whom seem tied to troubling incidents. 

SPECIAL ABILITY: 

- Ability Name: Fairy Wisdom 
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- Ability Description: Mary Anne can reveal the magical properties of 

an object or location. 

PERSONAL GOALS: 

1. Discover the identity of the intruder and who orchestrated the theft. 

2. Keep her true identity as Santa hidden. 

3. Investigate Felix Frostbite’s connection to the factory’s troubles. 

WHAT YOU KNOW ABOUT OTHERS: 

1. Vixen (Valerie): Mary Anne noticed Vixen behaving defensively 

near the dust vault, as though protecting something. 

2. Felix Frostbite: Mary Anne sensed traces of dark magic around 

Felix and suspects he may have ties to Krampus. 

3. Biddle Bee: Mary Anne knows Biddle Bee is Santa’s other disguise 

and is working to stay coordinated. 
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18. Aurora Stardance 
• Faction: Fairy Visitors 

 

• Gender: Female 

 

• Age: 450 (appears 28) 

 

• Role: Flamboyant and Joyful Fairy 

 

• Roleplay Hook: Charismatic and slightly self-absorbed. 

 

• Costume: Glittering, starry gown with a tiara that resembles a 

shooting star. 

PUBLIC INFORMATION: 

Aurora loves to spread joy wherever she goes, using her magical talents 

to enchant those around her. She is a frequent visitor to Christmas 

Village and enjoys showcasing her powers during festivals. On the 

night of the incident, she performed a magical display in the square but 

overexerted herself. 

PRIVATE INFORMATION: 

Aurora has been secretly enhancing her magic with trace amounts of 

flying dust, which she believes amplifies her powers. She suspects the 

mayor’s push for modernization may have disrupted the factory’s 

operations. Aurora also noticed Dancer struggling to maintain her 

human disguise and wonders if the reindeer are hiding something. 

SPECIAL ABILITY: 

- Ability Name: Stardust Spark 
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- Ability Description: Aurora can use her magic to illuminate a 

darkened area, revealing hidden details. 

PERSONAL GOALS: 

1. Keep her use of flying dust a secret. 

2. Investigate the mayor’s role in the factory’s troubles. 

3. Find out why Dancer seems so uncomfortable in her human form. 

WHAT YOU KNOW ABOUT OTHERS: 

1. Dancer (Danica): Aurora knows Dancer is struggling to maintain 

her human disguise and suspects it’s affecting her behavior. 

2. Mayor Evergleam: Aurora overheard the mayor saying, “The 

factory isn’t sustainable,” while reviewing Santa’s ledgers. 

3. Jack Tinseltop: Aurora saw Jack carving a wooden object with 

magical runes near the factory floor. 
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19. Flint Silverdust 
• Faction: Fairy Visitors 

 

• Gender: Male 

 

• Age: 600 (appears 40) 

 

• Role: Analytical and Pragmatic Fairy 

 

• Roleplay Hook: Analytical and blunt, with a tendency to 

overthink. 

 

• Costume: A tailored silver suit with faintly glowing embroidery 

resembling constellations. 

PUBLIC INFORMATION: 

Flint is a pragmatic fairy with a deep interest in the mechanics of 

human traditions, especially the processes at Santa’s factory. His calm 

and rational demeanor makes him a valuable ally in solving problems, 

though his blunt honesty sometimes alienates others. Flint was seen in 

the factory archives the night before the incident, studying information 

about magical flying dust. 

PRIVATE INFORMATION: 

Flint is studying the properties of flying dust to improve its efficiency 

but is wary of how much power it contains. He is deeply suspicious of 

Jack Tinseltop, who was carving runes into wooden pieces that might 

alter the dust’s magical properties. Flint also overheard Comet 

discussing the potential dangers of losing control over the dust supply, 

which raised his concerns about reindeer operations. 



 

Brian David Phillips 

 

 

236 

SPECIAL ABILITY: 

- Ability Name: Magical Insight 

- Ability Description: Flint can determine if a spell or enchantment is 

still active on an object or person. 

PERSONAL GOALS: 

1. Understand the limitations and risks of flying dust. 

2. Investigate Jack’s use of rune carving and its potential impact on the 

factory. 

3. Find out what Comet knows about the dust supply’s instability. 

WHAT YOU KNOW ABOUT OTHERS: 

1. Jack Tinseltop: Flint noticed Jack carving a strange rune into a 

piece of wood meant for Santa’s private collection. 

2. Comet (Connor): Flint overheard Comet discussing the potential 

dangers of losing control over the flying dust supply. 

3. Mayor Evergleam: Flint knows the mayor is pushing for factory 

modernization, which may have disrupted traditional magical 

operations. 
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20. Willow Brightglow 
• Faction: Fairy Visitors 

 

• Gender: Male or Female 

 

• Age: 700 (appears 50) 

 

• Role: Shy but Wise Fairy Healer 

 

• Roleplay Hook: Kind and reserved, with hidden insights into 

the magical world. 

 

• Costume: Flowing green robes with a sash embroidered with 

healing runes. 

PUBLIC INFORMATION: 

Willow is a healer from the fairy realm who has come to Christmas 

Village to observe its operations and provide guidance. Quiet and 

reserved, Willow is often overlooked, but those who engage with them 

find a deep well of wisdom. Willow was seen near the dust vault 

shortly before the incident. 

PRIVATE INFORMATION: 

Willow cast a subtle spell near the vault to test its magical integrity, 

suspecting something was wrong with the protective wards. They found 

traces of tampering but didn’t report it, fearing they would be blamed. 

Willow also caught Glimmer Jollymint snooping around a restricted 

area with what appeared to be a stolen key. They believe Lucille 

Evergreen may be documenting the factory’s magical mechanisms for 

reasons that are not entirely innocent. 
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SPECIAL ABILITY: 

- Ability Name: Healing Touch 

- Ability Description: Once during the game, Willow can calm a 

distressed character, making them more cooperative for 10 minutes. 

PERSONAL GOALS: 

1. Determine who tampered with the dust vault’s protective wards. 

2. Find out why Glimmer was near the restricted area with a stolen key. 

3. Confirm Lucille’s true intentions regarding the factory’s magical 

operations. 

WHAT YOU KNOW ABOUT OTHERS: 

1. Glimmer Jollymint: Willow caught Glimmer snooping around a 

restricted area, holding what looked like a stolen factory key. 

2. Lucille Evergreen: Willow found Lucille sketching detailed 

diagrams of the factory’s magical mechanisms. 

3. Aurora Stardance: Willow believes Aurora’s frequent use of magic 

might have unintended consequences for the village’s enchantments.  
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21. Krampus (Karl Wintershade) 
• Faction: Outsiders 

 

• Gender: Male 

 

• Age: Ancient (appears 50) 

 

• Role: Mysterious Traveler (Krampus in disguise) 

 

• Roleplay Hook: Charming but with an undercurrent of menace. 

 

• Costume: Dark winter cloak with silver trim, carrying a carved 

walking stick. 

PUBLIC INFORMATION: 

Karl Wintershade is a traveler who arrived in Christmas Village shortly 

before the incident, claiming to be studying the culture of Christmas. 

His charisma and polite demeanor have earned him a degree of trust, 

but there’s something unsettling about his presence. He was seen near 

the reindeer stables late at night, claiming he wanted to admire the 

animals. 

PRIVATE INFORMATION: 

Karl is Krampus in disguise, working to sabotage the factory and steal 

the flying dust to diminish Christmas’s magic. He has placed subtle 

enchantments around the factory to disrupt its operations and create 

mistrust among the villagers. Krampus is particularly focused on Biddle 

Bee (Santa in disguise) and Mary Anne Frostwhisp, as he suspects they 

are trying to uncover his plans. 
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SPECIAL ABILITY: 

- Ability Name: Dark Influence 

- Ability Description: Krampus can cast suspicion on any character, 

forcing them to reveal a clue about themselves to the group. 

PERSONAL GOALS: 

1. Steal the remaining flying dust and ensure it cannot be used to power 

the sleigh. 

2. Avoid exposure as Krampus while sowing discord among the 

villagers. 

3. Uncover Santa’s disguises and stop him from restoring order. 

WHAT YOU KNOW ABOUT OTHERS: 

1. Biddle Bee (Santa): Krampus has observed Biddle Bee behaving 

unusually and suspects they are hiding something critical. 

2. Mary Anne Frostwhisp (Santa): Krampus has sensed traces of 

powerful magic around Mary Anne and believes she might be Santa in 

disguise. 

3. Tinker Sparks: Krampus questioned Tinker repeatedly about the 

dust’s exact effects, almost as if gathering intel. 
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22. Felix Frostbite 
• Faction: Outsiders 

 

• Gender: Male 

 

• Age: 35 

 

• Role: Disgruntled Ex-Employee 

 

• Roleplay Hook: Bitter and argumentative, with a chip on his 

shoulder. 

 

• Costume: A scruffy coat and scarf, with soot-stained gloves. 

PUBLIC INFORMATION: 

Felix worked at Santa’s Toy Factory before being dismissed for 

misconduct. Since then, he’s harbored resentment toward Santa and the 

factory, often speaking out against its operations. Felix was seen near 

the factory on the night of the incident, which he claims was a 

coincidence. 

PRIVATE INFORMATION: 

Felix wrote an anonymous resignation letter warning Santa of issues in 

the factory but never delivered it. Instead, it was found by Candy 

Glitterwhisk. Felix has also been quietly observing the workers, 

believing someone on the inside might have sabotaged the factory. He’s 

wary of Prancer, whose rebellious streak reminds him of his own 

younger self. 

SPECIAL ABILITY: 

- Ability Name: Worker’s Intuition 
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- Ability Description: Felix can sense whether someone’s motives are 

aligned with or against the factory’s best interests. 

PERSONAL GOALS: 

1. Prove his dismissal was unjust by uncovering the factory’s true 

problems. 

2. Determine who inside the factory might be sabotaging its operations. 

3. Find out why Prancer has been acting strangely. 

WHAT YOU KNOW ABOUT OTHERS: 

1. Candy Glitterwhisk: Felix knows Candy discovered the resignation 

letter he wrote but never sent. 

2. Prancer (Pat): Felix overheard Prancer discussing plans to use 

flying dust in ways that seemed reckless. 

3. Martha Sleighbell: Felix saw Martha holding what looked like a 

magical charm, though she denied knowing what it was. 
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23. Sierra Snowdrift 
• Faction: Outsiders 

 

• Gender: Female 

 

• Age: 28 

 

• Role: Traveling Storyteller 

 

• Roleplay Hook: Friendly and curious, with a hint of mischief. 

 

• Costume: A warm, flowing winter dress with intricate 

snowflake patterns and a satchel for writing tools. 

PUBLIC INFORMATION: 

Sierra is a traveling storyteller fascinated by the lore and traditions of 

Christmas Village. She has spent weeks gathering tales and 

interviewing villagers, often charming them with her enthusiasm and 

wit. Sierra claims her interest in the factory is purely academic, though 

some find her persistent questions suspicious. 

PRIVATE INFORMATION: 

Sierra carries an old map of Christmas Village that marks hidden 

pathways into the factory. She found it in an ancient book of legends 

but hasn’t told anyone how she obtained it. On the night of the incident, 

she saw Otto Clockwork examining one of the enchanted locks and 

heard him mutter, “Time is running out.” Sierra is also aware that Holly 

Jinglewood’s missing gingerbread cookies were near the crime scene. 

SPECIAL ABILITY: 

- Ability Name: Storyweaver’s Charm 
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- Ability Description: Sierra can convince one character to share a 

piece of information they have hidden, using her storytelling skills. 

PERSONAL GOALS: 

1. Use her map to uncover the factory’s secrets without drawing 

suspicion. 

2. Investigate Otto’s cryptic behavior and his connection to the locks. 

3. Understand how Holly’s missing cookies are tied to the crime. 

WHAT YOU KNOW ABOUT OTHERS: 

1. Otto Clockwork: Sierra caught Otto muttering about “time running 

out” while examining one of his clocks. 

2. Holly Jinglewood: Sierra knows Holly’s missing gingerbread 

cookies were seen near the crime scene. 

3. Felix Frostbite: Sierra overheard Felix grumbling about exposing 

the factory’s flaws to discredit its management. 
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24. Otto Clockwork 
• Faction: Outsiders 

 

• Gender: Male 

 

• Age: 45 

 

• Role: Clockmaker and Tinkerer 

 

• Roleplay Hook: Meticulous and secretive, obsessed with time 

and precision. 

 

• Costume: A tailored coat with brass buttons, a pocket watch, 

and a belt filled with tiny tools. 

PUBLIC INFORMATION: 

Otto is a clockmaker who claims he was invited to Christmas Village to 

repair some of the enchanted timekeeping devices used in the factory. 

His expertise in mechanical precision is impressive, but his reserved 

demeanor and obsessive focus on his work make him difficult to 

approach. 

PRIVATE INFORMATION: 

Otto is investigating an anomaly in the factory’s enchanted clocks, 

which he believes are being subtly tampered with. He hasn’t ruled out 

sabotage and is determined to find the culprit. On the night of the 

incident, Otto saw Dasher carrying a glowing object wrapped in cloth 

near the dust vault. Otto also noticed Jasper Tinkerwick whispering to 

Mary Anne Frostwhisp, which seemed suspicious. 
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SPECIAL ABILITY: 

- Ability Name: Timekeeper’s Eye 

- Ability Description: Otto can deduce how long an object or area has 

been disturbed, helping him pinpoint the timeline of events. 

PERSONAL GOALS: 

1. Uncover who is tampering with the enchanted clocks and why. 

2. Determine the nature of the glowing object Dasher was carrying. 

3. Investigate the connection between Jasper and Mary Anne. 

WHAT YOU KNOW ABOUT OTHERS: 

1. Dasher (Darius): Otto saw Dasher carrying a glowing object 

wrapped in cloth near the dust vault. 

2. Jasper Tinkerwick: Otto noticed Jasper whispering to Mary Anne 

and suspects they share a secret. 

3. Martha Sleighbell: Otto suspects Martha is withholding information 

about the torn fabric she found near her store. 
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25. Lucille Evergreen 
• Faction: Outsiders 

 

• Gender: Female 

 

• Age: 33 

 

• Role: Environmental Activist 

 

• Roleplay Hook: Passionate and occasionally confrontational 

about protecting nature. 

 

• Costume: Simple yet elegant winter wear in earthy tones, 

adorned with evergreen twigs. 

PUBLIC INFORMATION: 

Lucille is an environmental activist who has come to Christmas Village 

to study the impact of the factory’s magical operations on the 

surrounding wilderness. She has been outspoken about the need to scale 

back production and find more sustainable methods, which has led to 

clashes with some of the villagers. 

PRIVATE INFORMATION: 

Lucille has been documenting the factory’s magical mechanisms, 

believing they may be disrupting the natural order. On the night of the 

incident, she caught Prancer testing flying dust, which she believes 

violates safety protocols. Lucille also discovered Flint Silverdust 

sketching designs for a magical device but couldn’t determine its 

purpose. 
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SPECIAL ABILITY: 

- Ability Name: Nature’s Advocate 

- Ability Description: Lucille can sway characters toward 

environmentally focused decisions, potentially influencing their goals. 

PERSONAL GOALS: 

1. Advocate for environmentally sustainable practices in the factory. 

2. Determine whether the flying dust is causing harm to the ecosystem. 

3. Uncover Flint’s plans for the magical device he’s designing. 

WHAT YOU KNOW ABOUT OTHERS: 

1. Prancer (Pat): Lucille caught Prancer testing flying dust, which she 

believes is a violation of safety protocols. 

2. Flint Silverdust: Lucille found Flint sketching designs for a magical 

device and wonders if it relates to the dust vault. 

3. Peppermint Sprinkle: Lucille argued with Peppermint about the 

factory’s use of decorations that seemed wasteful. 
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26. Marion Coldbranch 
• Faction: Outsiders 

 

• Gender: Male or Female 

 

• Age: 40 

 

• Role: Scholarly Researcher 

 

• Roleplay Hook: Scholarly and observant, with a tendency to 

pry. 

 

• Costume: A scholarly overcoat with a scarf and a bag filled with 

old books and notes. 

PUBLIC INFORMATION: 

Marion is a scholar who has come to Christmas Village to study its rich 

history and the magical traditions surrounding the holiday. Polite and 

soft-spoken, Marion often takes detailed notes and asks probing 

questions, making some villagers uneasy. 

PRIVATE INFORMATION: 

Marion carries a rare book about reindeer flying dust and its magical 

properties, which they believe holds clues to its theft. On the night of 

the incident, Marion saw Aurora Stardance using her magic to enhance 

the dust’s properties during a private demonstration. Marion also 

overheard Mayor Evergleam discussing plans to modernize the factory 

in ways that sounded extreme. 

SPECIAL ABILITY: 

- Ability Name: Academic Insight 
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- Ability Description: Marion can analyze a written clue or magical 

object to determine its origin and potential uses. 

PERSONAL GOALS: 

1. Study the connection between flying dust and Christmas magic. 

2. Investigate Aurora’s enhancements to the dust and their potential 

risks. 

3. Determine whether the mayor’s plans for modernization threaten the 

village. 

WHAT YOU KNOW ABOUT OTHERS: 

1. Aurora Stardance: Marion saw Aurora using her magic to enhance 

the dust’s properties in a private demonstration. 

2. Mayor Evergleam: Marion overheard the mayor’s conversation 

about “modernizing Christmas,” which included some unsettling 

suggestions. 

3. Jack Tinseltop: Marion borrowed a rare book about magical 

substances from Jack before the incident. 
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Cast List 
Christmas Villagers (5 characters) 

1. Mrs. Claus 

• Gender: Female 

Role: Santa’s devoted wife, a pillar of Christmas cheer. 

Roleplay Hook: Warm and nurturing, but deeply worried. 

Faction Notes: Key member of the Villagers, respected by 

all. 

2. Holly Jinglewood 

• Gender: Female 

Role: Head baker at the Gingerbread Café, fiercely loyal to 

the village. 

Roleplay Hook: Spirited and opinionated, she defends 

Christmas traditions fiercely. 

3. Mayor Evergleam 

• Gender: Male or Female 

Role: The pragmatic mayor of Christmas Village. 

Roleplay Hook: Diplomatic, though harboring hidden 

doubts about the feasibility of modern Christmas. 

4. Jack Tinseltop 

• Gender: Male 

Role: A toymaker turned woodcarver, known for his 

craftsmanship. 

Roleplay Hook: Grumpy yet endearing, he’s skeptical of 

the changes in the factory. 
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5. Martha Sleighbell 

• Gender: Female 

Role: Owner of the village’s general store and gossip 

central. 

Roleplay Hook: Cheerful and inquisitive but occasionally 

tactless. 

Elf Toybuilders (6 characters) 

6. Biddle Bee 

• Gender: Male or Female 

Role: A meticulous toy inspector (Santa in disguise). 

Roleplay Hook: Observant and slightly aloof, with hidden 

authority. 

7. Tinker Sparks 

• Gender: Male 

Role: A mechanical genius who designs innovative toys. 

Roleplay Hook: Inventive and eccentric, with a tendency 

to keep secrets. 

8. Candy Glitterwhisk 

• Gender: Female 

Role: Quality assurance elf with a perfectionist streak. 

Roleplay Hook: Enthusiastic but suspicious of others’ 

work ethics. 

9. Peppermint Sprinkle 
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• Gender: Male or Female 

Role: A cheerful elf responsible for decorations. 

Roleplay Hook: Overly optimistic and easily distracted. 

10. Jasper Tinkerwick 

• Gender: Male 

Role: Veteran toymaker who knew Santa closely. 

Roleplay Hook: Wise but often lost in nostalgic 

ramblings. 

11. Glimmer Jollymint 

• Gender: Female 

Role: An apprentice toybuilder eager to prove herself. 

Roleplay Hook: Nervous and eager to please. 

Reindeer (5 characters) 

12. Comet (Connor) 

• Gender: Male 

Role: A steadfast reindeer in human form. 

Roleplay Hook: Loyal but hiding a guilty conscience. 

13. Dancer (Danica) 

• Gender: Female 

Role: A graceful reindeer struggling with her human 

disguise. 

Roleplay Hook: Charming but evasive. 

14. Prancer (Pat) 
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• Gender: Male or Female 

Role: A vibrant reindeer with a rebellious streak. 

Roleplay Hook: Impulsive and questioning of authority. 

15. Vixen (Valerie) 

• Gender: Female 

Role: A cunning reindeer and self-appointed group leader. 

Roleplay Hook: Ambitious and slightly manipulative. 

16. Dasher (Darius) 

• Gender: Male 

Role: A bold reindeer willing to take risks. 

Roleplay Hook: Outspoken and brave but with a secret to 

hide. 

Fairy Visitors (4 characters) 

17. Mary Anne Frostwhisp 

• Gender: Female 

Role: A visiting fairy ambassador (Santa in his second 

disguise). 

Roleplay Hook: Observant, inquisitive, with an air of 

authority. 

18. Aurora Stardance 

• Gender: Female 

Role: A flamboyant fairy who spreads joy. 

Roleplay Hook: Charismatic and slightly self-absorbed. 

19. Flint Silverdust 
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• Gender: Male 

Role: A pragmatic fairy curious about mortal traditions. 

Roleplay Hook: Analytical but sometimes blunt. 

20. Willow Brightglow 

• Gender: Male or Female 

Role: A shy fairy healer. 

Roleplay Hook: Kind and reserved, but harboring hidden 

insights. 

Outsiders (6 characters) 

21. Krampus (Karl Wintershade) 

• Gender: Male 

Role: A mysterious traveler (Krampus in disguise). 

Roleplay Hook: Charming but with an undercurrent of 

menace. 

22. Felix Frostbite 

• Gender: Male 

Role: A disgruntled ex-employee of Santa’s Toy Factory. 

Roleplay Hook: Bitter and argumentative. 

23. Sierra Snowdrift 

• Gender: Female 

Role: A traveling storyteller fascinated by Christmas lore. 

Roleplay Hook: Friendly and curious, but with her own 

agenda. 

24. Otto Clockwork 
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• Gender: Male 

Role: A clockmaker who claims to have come to repair 

Santa’s timekeeping devices. 

Roleplay Hook: Meticulous and secretive. 

25. Lucille Evergreen 

• Gender: Female 

Role: An environmental activist concerned about 

Christmas traditions. 

Roleplay Hook: Passionate and occasionally 

confrontational. 

26. Marion Coldbranch 

• Gender: Male or Female 

Role: A scholar researching Christmas Village for a book. 

Roleplay Hook: Scholarly and observant, with a tendency 

to pry. 
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Call for Papers 
 
 

 
 

The Journal of Interactive Literature and Drama (ISSN 1994-1250) is an online 

peer-reviewed journal on immersive narrative experiences such as scenario-based 

interactive drama freeform live action roleplaying games, virtual reality, and other 

immersive literatures, providing a forum for serious discussion of virtual reality, 

LARP, narrative constructs, live roleplaying game theory, design, and practice. Two 

to three issues per volume are published annually. The journal provides a forum for 

the discussion of any of the various scenario-based theatre-style live action 

roleplaying games, freeforms, interactive dramas, virtual reality experiences, 

immersive theatre, and invites contributions in all areas of immersive literature, 

theory, design, and practice for educational, entertainment, and recreational roleplay. 

Formal and informal essays, articles, papers, and critical reviews are also welcome. 

 
This is a peer-reviewed journal that may include formal papers and informal essays 

for and by the roleplaying community from a wide variety of disciplines. The focus 

is general enough so that authors should feel comfortable submitting material of 

either a formal or informal nature within a rather generous range of contexts, albeit 

all submissions are subjected to a blind peer-review and should be appropriate to a 

serious and thoughtful discussion -- we encourage articles, essays, and formal papers 

on all manner of immersive narrative, live roleplaying, freeform, interactive drama, 

and virtual reality topics. Discussions of related immersive narrative, ludology, 

techniques, and good solid critical book and roleplay scenario or event reviews are 

quite welcome as well. As this is a multi-disciplinary journal, material related to a 

wide range of immersive experiences, scenario-based learning, social psychology, 



Journal of Interactive Literature and Drama 
Vol. 15.1, July, 2021 

258 

 

 

 

critical theory, performance studies, popular culture, design, virtual reality creation, 

and more as they intersect with immersive interactive drama and virtual realities are 

also welcome. Pure design pieces related to experience creation, scenario 

construction, and review are also encouraged. Each issue will typically showcase one 

to three longform or four to six shortform interactive drama freeform live action 

roleplaying scenarios; creative scenario submissions of this type are very sought after. 

Scenarios for submission should include a section of self-reflective critical thought 

and formal designer’s notes that discuss issues related to the creation of the piece as 

well as a formal section which reviews the author’s performance experiences with the 

scenario. Designer’s notes are also encouraged. 

 
As an international journal, the language of publication is English. Submissions are 

accepted throughout the year. 

 
Submissions are vetted by the submissions editor and assigned to editorial board 

members for blind peer review. Hardcopy submissions are not accepted. 

 
E-mail submissions are accepted at director@interactivedramas.info. 

 
Include a cover page with your submission containing Your Name, Qualifications 

and Rank, Institutional Affiliation, Address, Email, Telephone, and a copy of the 

abstract for the submission. Please also attach a brief author’s biography of 75-200 

words to be included in the contributor’s notes section of the published journal. The 

text of your submission should not have any identifying features. 

 
The journal is published online at http://www.interactivedramas.info/joural.htm. 
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E-mail submissions are accepted at director@interactivedramas.info. 

 
The Journal of Interactive Literature and Drama (ISSN 1994-1250) is a peer-

reviewed journal which publishes one volume per year, with one to three issues per 

volume (depending upon the number of accepted submissions - we do not have a set 

schedule or quota for publication). Both Microsoft Word (6.0 or above, Windows 

format) and txt files are acceptable. Once received, manuscripts will be sent to 

reviewers immediately. 

 
1. Manuscripts submitted to the Journal of Interactive Literature and Drama 

should follow the style sheet of the current MLA Handbook as appropriate. 

Scenario submissions may use informal formatting conventions as long as 

they stay within the guidelines here. 

2. If your submission has notes, please use footnotes, not endnotes. 

3. The font used is Times New Roman (12pt) – creative pieces, such as 

scenarios, may use other font sizes but should stay within the same font type. 

If you use a special font that is non-system, you must include a copy of the 

font file with your submission. Please do not use columns in your piece. 

4. Use a separate sheet to include your name, title, affiliated institution, and 

contact information (email) as well as a brief author’s biography of 75-200 

words to be included in the contributor’s notes. 

5. Include a brief summary or abstract of the submission. 100-150 words. 

6. You may not use illustrations or photographs in your submission. 

7. Please note that this journal evaluates submissions on an Accept or Not-

Accept basis and does not have a provisional revision option. You will 

receive a notice of Acceptance or Rejection for publication in a timely 

manner and will not typically receive any comments regarding the piece from 

the reviewers. 

 
Publishers wishing their books, products, or other materials reviewed may send hard 

or soft review copies to the editor's address above and a reviewer will be assigned. 

mailto:director@interactivedramas.info
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The journal is published online at http://www.interactivedramas.info. 

 
Questions regarding the journal can be addressed to director@interactivedramas.info. 

 

 

 

Journal of Interactive Literature and Drama 

 
A Multi-Discipline Peer-Reviewed Journal of 

Immersive Narrative Experiences 

 
Notes for Reviewers 

 
The editors and the entire editorial board of the Journal of Interactive Literature and 

Drama (ISSN 1994-1250) gratefully acknowledge your support for the journal. Your 

involvement is crucial to the journal’s success. Your suggestions and contributions are 

always welcome. 

 
If you deem it inappropriate for you to review this particular article, please kindly 

inform the editors and return the materials as soon as possible. We take pride in 

providing authors with quality reviews as well as informing them promptly the status 

of their submissions. We would appreciate it very much if you could return your final 

review notification to the editors within three weeks of receiving the materials. Please 

use e-mail for journal correspondence. 

In addition to general considerations, please take the following points into account: 

Significance and contribution 

Originality 

Soundness of research, methodology, and/or argumentation 

Logical coherence of its organization 

Relevance and appropriateness of contribution (within a wide scope) 

Flow and clarity of the language 

Completeness 

 
Creative pieces, such as full-length or mini scenarios, should be judged more loosely 

in terms of rigor but must be considered positive contributions: 

 
Significance and contribution 
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Originality 

Completeness in content and thought 

Designer’s Notes 

All necessary instructions 

Other scenario-based considerations 

 
Scenarios should be clear and complete with an appropriate introduction that spells 

out the appropriate age and context for performance as well as how many players of 

what genders. A cast list should be included. Persons reading the scenario should be 

able to print it off and run the interactive drama scenario as is with a full and complete 

understanding of everything that is required, including special rules or special events. 

 
Please place the article in one of these two categories: 

 
1. Accept for Publication 

2. Reject 

 
For submissions you mark as Reject, you may choose to write some brief comments 

to the author in regard to what the weaknesses of the piece are and how they might 

improve it, but you are not required in any way to do so. Most reviewers do not leave 

comments, but they are welcome if you choose to write them. Do keep in mind that 

our vetting system does not require detailed review and we do not have a revision 

policy for submissions so at no time are you obligated to provide detailed comments. 

Our editorial decisions for publication are based solely upon your recommendation of 

Accept for Publication or Rejection. 

 
Each submission is vetted by two reviewers in a blind peer process so that reviewers 

are never aware of the identity of the author of any piece they are asked to judge. If 

both reviewers give a judgment of accept for publication, the piece is accepted. If one 

accepts while the other rejects, the piece is rejected. If both reviewers reject, then the 

piece is rejected. Reviewers need only provide their own judgment of the piece, they 

are not provided with notification of the final result for any particular piece. Your 

active and confidential participation in this process is appreciated. 

 
Members of the Editorial Board of this journal are respected scholars who work within 

the specialties of the publication. As such, they are welcome to submit their own work 

for consideration. In the case of an editor or member of the editorial board submitting 

a piece for consideration, the blind review process is safeguarded. In the event a 

submissions editor has a piece up for review, the editor hands off duties for 
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assigning reviewers to another member of the board who ensures the blind review 

process and confidentiality is maintained. 

 
Once you have finished with a piece, please send your review decision and any 

comments immediately to the submissions editor in the shortform format provided 

when assigned the piece to director@interactivedramas.info as the editor will compile 

results and notify contributors. The editor will also prepare new open submissions for 

vetting and review and send them to reviewers as they come in. 

 
The duties of Submissions Editor of the journal are shifted periodically with a different 

member of the Editorial Board taking on the responsibilities so address 

correspondence to the position rather than a particular member. 

 
Thank you once again. We look forward to receiving your comments soon. 

 
Submissions Editor, 

Journal of Interactive Literature and Drama 

Submissions E-mail: director@interactivedramas.info 

Journal Webpage: http://www.interactivedramas.info/journal.htm 

 
Questions regarding the journal can be addressed to director@interactivedramas.info. 
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