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Simon & Samuel 

Adventure Summary 

Opening 
The three player characters’ story is on their 
character sheets. As the game begins, they’re on 
a desert island with three NPCs. They’ve barely 
survived a shipwreck and have just built a sim-
ple shelter. It’s already the afternoon. 

First steps 
At the start of the game, the characters are free 
to explore the island and talk to one another. 
The aim of the game seems to be to get off the 
island. The purpose of the three first NPCs is 
established here: 

 Lewis is a sort of built-in hint-system 
and secondary narrator. 

 Samuel is shown as a potential antago-
nist. He refuses to make any effort to get 
off the island for some reason. 

 Caroline is mysterious. She’s not as ter-
rified as she should be. 

Evening of Day 1 
At the end of day 1, things don’t look good. 
Caroline is tight-lipped about what she’s doing 
here, and, based on how the game went, the cap-
tain, Samuel, may even sleep in the boat make 
sure no one gets off of the island. 

Parker’s nightmare 
During the first night, Parker dreams that he’s 
back home in Brooklyn, in his kitchen and his 
daughter is calling for him. He can’t see her and 
instead of the usual neighborhood, the only 
thing he can see through his window is the sea. 
Eventually, he makes his way to a cellar where 
he finds two red glowing dots that are really the 

eyes of a man circling him. He wakes up in fear, 
while David, Mike and Lewis are still asleep. 

Day 2: Morning 
Parker doesn’t want to wake up the others. He 
decides to go for a stroll on the beach. There, he 
finds a man lying down unconscious in the 
sand. He alerts the others. 

Caroline does not seem to have much of an 
opinion on the matter. Samuel tries to convince 
the others to kill the man. As Dave is a doctor 
and has sworn to the Hippocratic Oath, he can’t 
allow anyone to do it, even if they wanted to, 
which, hopefully, they will not. 

It is natural for David, a doctor, to try and do some-
thing for the man on the beach, but in this case, other 
than keeping him hydrated and in the shade, there’s 
not much that he can do. David can however deter-
mine that the man has been swimming for hours and 
most likely comes from the same ship they did; he just 
was not lucky enough to get into a lifeboat. 

Day 2: Afternoon 
Caroline, claiming that she cannot subsist on 
coconuts and that, anyway, the supply on the 
island will not last, asks the four men to get her 
fish. In so doing, they find that the small moun-
tain on the island is in fact hollow: there is a 
room from a point of view that they were unable 
to find until they were knee-deep in the water 
on the far side of the mountain. But all of the 
entrances they can find are blocked. One leads 
to a small intermediary room where there is a 
big door with an apparently complex unlocking 
mechanism. One such door has a panel next to it 
with a lock. 

Day 2: Sunset 
As the three player characters and Lewis get 
back to the camp, they hear Caroline scream. 
Samuel actually tried to strangle the uncon-
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scious man. The four men have to fight the cap-
tain. 

Samuel Cobb 

Samuel is a formidable opponent for these four guys. 
Parker, even though he has very good fighting skills, 
should refuse to fight at all until Samuel is already 
partly defeated. It’s better to overpower Samuel than 
to kill him, but even Samuel is killed, the story can go 
on. 

Health points: 20 
Difficulty: 18 

Day 2: Night 
It is too dark to go back to the cave: they 
wouldn’t see anything. All they can do now is 
sleep. They make sure that Samuel, if he is still 
alive, is not in any position to escape and harm 
anyone and all five other remaining characters 
get some sleep. The man they found on the 
beach that day, weakened by Samuel’s attack, is 
in no state to talk. 

If the players wish to ask questions to Caroline, 
she will now reveal more things. She seems to 
have come to this island on purpose and obvi-
ously, so did Samuel. She does not know if he 
sabotaged the ship on purpose, but does not 
think he did. 

Day 3: Morning 
The first thing that the four men try to do on 
that morning is to go back to the caves. Maybe 
they’ll think of searching Samuel first. At any 
rate, when they do, they’ll find a key on Samuel 
to one of the boxes near one of the fortified 
doors. The box reveals a panel with about twen-
ty names. Lewis tries to push “SAMUEL” as 
Samuel seems to have a link to the island. In so 
doing, Lewis realizes that they have no second 
chance: if they push the wrong name, they’ll be 
locked out of whatever’s in the mountain for 
good! The solution to the puzzle is in the title: 

Simon. But the characters don’t know that and 
until they can give a good reason for pushing 
the “SIMON” name on the panel, Lewis will not 
let them. 

Day 3: The Secret Name 
It makes sense that, if indeed, Samuel’s name 
was one of the correct ones, the unconscious 
man’s name is another. But how can they find 
out what it is? If asked, the man will only mum-
ble. At this stage, they should notice a tattoo on 
both Samuel’s and the other man’s arms. 

The unconscious man’s tattoo is: HRNLM 

Samuel’s tattoo is: HZNFVO 

The solution is that both are their respective 
names in a reversed alphabet. With this explana-
tion, Lewis will let the player characters press 
Simon’s name on the fortified door. 

The secret of the mountain 
The room is some sort of library with a small 
area reserved for living quarters. The player 
characters can find fresh clothes there and even 
some canned food, if they wish to look for it. 

The books in the library are badly damaged. 
They look like they’ve all suffered from being 
exposed to seawater and humidity. All the pag-
es are stuck together. 

There is also a lifeboat in the room that opens up 
towards the ocean (the first one they saw when 
they were looking for fish). It is meant to be 
launched by the side of the mountain that is 
against the sea. The water levels are right when 
the tide is low, otherwise, the water would flood 
the room. 

Caroline shakes her head when she finds out the 
state the books are in. She reveals that her late 
husband (whom she never loved or even liked) 
obtained them through trickery or force from all 
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over Europe. He became obsessed with them. 
For their honeymoon, the two of them were 
supposed to go to the Caribbean, but Mr. Greer 
spent a month away from her with a crazy engi-
neer. He left with the books and came back 
without them. She wanted to get them back. 
Based on what she found in her late husband’s 
papers, she thought the island might be near 
here, but she did not think this would be the 
correct one: Samuel navigated it to here, not 
Caroline. 

Samuel and Simon’s story 
By this time, Simon should be conscious gain. 
The player characters might even have brought 
him to the library for coolness and shade. 

Simon and Samuel are brothers. Their father 
built the cave under Mr. Greer instructions. 
That’s why their names open the fortified doors. 

Samuel didn’t exactly know what was on the 
island but he knew it was precious. He wanted 
Caroline there because he thought she might 
know where the treasure was buried. He took 
the four others along just it case there would be 
some digging to do. 

Simon was a stowaway. He followed the boat on 
makeshift raft and barely made it. Simon and 
Samuel hate each other and have done so since 
they were about 20. Earlier, as teenagers, they 
played games with codes and puzzles. They 
wrote messages in reverse alphabets, and even-
tually tattooed their names on their arms that 
way. Samuel, paranoid with greed, was afraid 
Simon would rally the four passengers against 
him. 

Caroline knows of one book that’s not damage. 
She doesn’t know if it’s worth much. It’s in 
Hitite, a lost language. Maybe it’s worth more 
than it seems. The PC must pick who keeps it. 

Hopefully, they’ll choose to shave and stay to-
gether. In which case, Caroline will offer to 

move to New York and fund, David’s research, 
keep Mike employed and fund Lilly’s education. 

If things go well between David and Caroline 
during the game, there may also be something 
happening there... 

If Samuel is still alive, depending on how the 
game goes, his character may be redeemed, or 
Lewis and Caroline may point out that he un-
lawfully abandoned his ship, in which case he 
may face prosecution for negligence and even 
maybe homicide for the people who died on the 
wreaking ship. 
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Character Bios 

Mr. Greer (backstory only) 
Mr. Greer was a brutish and scheming man. He 
spent years collecting ancient books, certain that 
they would bring him influence and power over 
the long run. A few years before World War I he 
married a woman named Caroline. He had no 
affection for her and the marriage was mostly 
for the purpose of convenience. At about that 
time, he became obsessed with the idea of 
someone stealing his life’s work: the books. So, 
while on his way to his honeymoon with Caro-
line, he found an ambitious engineer, Mr. Cobb, 
and together they designed a secret library in a 
small mountain-like structure on an island that 
the engineer knew about. At great cost, 
Mr. Greer had equipment sent there and for a 
month he left his wife alone while the library 
was dug in the rock, with small living quarters, 
in case he would have to hide there in the fu-
ture. Mr. Greer died during World War I. 

Mr. Cobb senior (backstory only) 
Mr. Cobb senior was a hapless architect. His 
designs were seen as ridiculous and unfeasible. 
Most of them were never built. But around the 
year 1910, he was contact by a wealthy English-
man who offered him to design a secret library 
on an island in the Caribbean. Enormous re-
sources would be made available to him. There 
were two conditions: it had to be built entirely 
within a month and he had to keep the whole 
thing a secret. The mechanism to get into the 
secret cave required both a key and a code. The 
code was the name of Cobb’s two sons: Simon 
and Samuel. Mr. Cobb died shortly afterwards. 
Right before he died, he told his two sons, Si-
mon and Samuel about the island and the hid-
den fortified room in it. He did not make sense 
as to what was inside. 

Caroline Greer 
Caroline was married to Mr. Greer when she 
was in her very late twenties. It was an arranged 
marriage and each member of the couple lived a 

rather separate life. Even on their honeymoon, 
Mr. Greer left his wife alone for a whole month. 
After Mr. Greer’s death, Caroline took control of 
his vast fortune and, by looking at his papers, 
found out about the secret artificial cave in the 
Caribbean. After the war, she managed to or-
ganize a trip there with her new assistant Mike 
McGill. He goal was to get the books back and 
donate them to some academic organization, 
maybe Oxford or Columbia. She intended to sail 
to Puerto Rico and charter a smaller ship from 
there. But that was not to happen. 

Simon Cobb 
Growing up, Simon was very close to his broth-
er, Samuel. They playfully used to send each 
other messages in code. One code they used a lot 
because they thought it was simple, was a re-
verse alphabet. They even went so far as to each 
have their name tattooed on their arm in reverse 
alphabet. Simon lived a simple life travelling 
and performing odd jobs, until he got news of 
his father sickness. After Cobb’s death, Simon 
travelled to Britain In the hope of finding the 
identity of the man who commission what most 
likely was Cobb’s masterpiece. Unsuccessful, 
Simon went back to the United States. There, he 
found out that Samuel was not in charge of 
cruise ship. This seemed to much of a coinci-
dence to Simon not to be suspicious. So Simon 
snuck into the ship as a stowaway, his genial 
personality making easy for him to make friends 
with some of the sailors. As the ship, the Aricia 
sank, Simon grabbed a piece of broken wood 
and swam as far as he could in the direction 
where he thought he saw his brother go. Little 
did he know that his luck would complement 
his sense of direction perfectly. 

Samuel Cobb 
Samuel always knew how to make the most of 
his aggressive behavior. After his father’s death, 
he tried to get into the civilian navy and suc-
ceeded in climbing ranks at impressive speed. 
His goal was to go to the island where Cobb had 
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built the secret cave. Because of World War I, 
Samuel was never able to get there before the 
very end of the year 1920. 

On the trip, he is astonished to find the widow 
of the man who commissioned the secret room 
to Cobb, Mrs. Greer herself on board. He was 
not sure of her name, but details about her life 
that she mentions at dinner just match perfectly, 
particularly what she says about how she spent 
her honeymoon. He drags her on the lifeboat he 
uses to escape his sinking ship, just in case she 
knows more than she is willing to admit. 

When confronted with the sight of his brother 
on the island, Samuel thinks that as soon as he 
awakes, Simon can turn the whole group against 
him and has little hesitation in trying that trick 
on Simon first. 

Lewis Trondheim 
Lewis is, if anything, an innocent bystander. He 
won the cruise in an office contest. He is skinny 
and shy and is completely foreign to the Cobbs’ 
and the Greers’ story. 

For the player characters’ bios, see their respective 
character sheets. 
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Emmanuel Eytan  The Story Swamp 

Simon and Samuel — a role-playing game 

Genesis. 
I often find it silly when stories use supernatural elements like magic or science-fiction in way that feels 
to me like a crotch. For example, “There is this guy, right, and, like, he’s not just a regular guy, right. You 
see, he has SUPER POWERS!!!!!!” I didn’t want to fall into that trap. One way to get out of it was a 
murder mystery. In murder mysteries, generally, there is no supernatural elements. But murder mystery 
games abound and the good ones are so rare that it felt like a difficult genre. 

Very early on, I decided that my setting would be an island in the Pacific. I thought about the Italian-
French comic book The Ballad of the Salt Sea, the first one in the Corto Maltese series. A place that 
would be beautiful and calm, with no guns, no aliens, no zombies, no dragons. Just the clear blue sky and 
the transparent sea where characters would have to option but to scrutinize each other and find out their 
deep, dark secrets and maybe turn them into something constructive. 

But why would those characters end up on the island in the first place? I wanted it no take place just after 
World War I. The Ballad of the Salt Sea takes place in the middle of World War I, but my knowledge of 
history was not good enough to make something that I would consider of the right quality. 

I also wanted something very Agatha Christie in tone. No actual murder mystery, but phlegmatic, 
composed characters, who would think rather than panic and be given to weigh their options carefully 
before they reacted to events. 

I also wanted them to have a good reason to be on the island. I didn’t want them to just be on a desert 
island in the Pacific in 1920 for no reason. I also wanted them not be belong there. The island had to be 
their “special place where special rules apply,” to use the terms of the Hero’s Journey. The island would 
provide them with opportunities to do things that an otherwise overbearing society would not allow them 
to do. 

The only way I could think of for all these people to be stranded there was a shipwreck. But there had to 
be more to it than that. The island had to cover some deep secret. (Don’t they always?) So there had to be 
something special about the island. Therefore, some NPCs had to have come there on pupose. 
I liked the idea of a title that would sound enigmatic until close to the end. So I picked “Simon and 
Samuel” because I liked the sound of it. Simon is a name that sounds mysterious to me, Samuel is the 
name of man I don’t get along very well with in Paris. Samuel would be my antagonist who’d show up as 
such very early and Simon would be my mystery character. I thought that having one title character be 
presented immediately while the other is simply absent at first would be mysterious and keep the players 
curious. 

There is an excellent French detective story called The Mystery of the Yellow Room, by Gaston Leroux, 
better known nowadays for writing the novel The Phantom of the Opera. It’s a closed-door murder 
mystery: Miss Strangerson suffers an attempt on her life in a room that has absolutely no opening but a 
door that was locked from the inside with people on the other side. There was no way in or out, nowhere 
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to hide, and yet, when she is found, she has clearly been the victim of a murder attempt and the room is 
completely empty. And then, of course, the plot thickens. 

I liked that plot element and so the equivalent for me would be to have a man show up for no apparent 
reason on the island on the morning of the second day. He would be Simon. However, being unconscious, 
the other characters would not know his name. Maybe I could use that to my advantage. Maybe my 
puzzle would require the word “Simon” as a solution and the players would know that it is but they’d 
have to find a way to get the characters to find out about it. Until the characters had a way of finding out, 
that information would just be a nagging (and hopefully suspenseful) fact in the players’ minds. 

In order to make sure that this man’s presence was not random, I needed to do something special. 
Something more. I’d have the leader of the group (an NPC) insist that the unconscious man be killed. 
That that man was dangerous and it was imperative that he died. This would establish the accuser as 
highly suspicious and the unconscious man as important but unreachable and therefore maybe mysterious. 

Now, I needed something special about the island. I had a very vague recollection of the 1909 Arsène 
Lupin novel The Hollow Needle in which there was a natural rock formation that was hollow. I mixed it 
up with another Arsène Lupin novel, The Island of Thirty Coffins in which it turned out that the mystery 
of the island was nothing but a false interpretation one of the characters made of a poem. The poem 
looked like it was full of oblique references to an island of thirty coffins with a great secret in it, but there 
was really nothing there. Until I looked them up as I’m writing this, the two novels had more or less 
merged in my mind. (I read them a long time ago and I didn’t like them very much at the time.) 

So on my island, there would be a hollow small mountain and that would be the secret of my island and 
some of the characters would have come there on purpose. But who? One of my favorite Agatha Christie 
characters is Caroline Sheppard, from The Murder of Roger Ackroyd. She was a gossipy old lady. I’m 
make my Caroline, young-ish, in her early forties or late thirties, brilliant, super-phlegmatic but caring, 
with a complex past and a dark secret. I don’t think that Caroline would have had much to do with 
building a secret lair on an island. She’d be much too sophisticated for that. But what if she had a brutish 
husband who built it and then died? But then, why would she wait to get back there? If it takes place in 
1920, World War I would provide a good reason for waiting to make such a trip. Caroline was taking 
shape. I could see her, tall, svelt, with short auburn hair, always dressed very simply and tastefully, with a 
clear voice and sharp intonations. (It was only some time after writing the first draft of the present 
paragraph, that the model for Caroline finally came to my mind: it was the actress Kristin Scott Thomas.) 
Unable to get a proper formal education as it was considered unbecoming of a lady in her milieu, she took 
every opportunity possible to exercise her remarkable mind. I looked up name of Agathe Christie 
characters and settled for Greer for Caroline, from one of the five suspects in Five Little Pigs. 

Now, more than one person had to have an ulterior motive. Finding out about the island had to be the 
surprise goal. The primary goal had to be to get off the island. But that goal had to look motivated. Who 
would have brought that party to the island? Why not the ship’s captain, suspiciously abandoning his ship 
to take that hapless party to an apparently random spot in the Pacific? Samuel would be my ship’s 
captain, first bearing the last name Eastley after a character from 4.50 From Paddington, but then 
renamed Blake, and then Cobb, after Jayne Cobb the mercenary in the TV series, Firefly. Samuel would 
hid the kerosene powering the raft. I had a whole, detailed side plot that would unravel if the players tried 
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to go look for it, but I decided to drop it do keep the story short enough. I think that in my mind, Samuel 
was a lot like the Bluto character from the Popeye cartoons. 

In the end Samuel ended up sleeping next to the raft and keeping the oars with him. He would shout 
aggressively to anyone trying to leave the island. He therefore needed to know something about the 
island’s secret. Maybe he knew Caroline’s husband? Unlikely. Samuel would be too young for that. And 
even if he did know Mr. Greer, Caroline would have noticed and remembered him. And why would Mr. 
Greer know a lowly cruise ship’s captain. No no no. Mr Greer would know Samuel’s father, who before 
dying would have confided the secret of the island to his son. Samuel would not have had the opportunity 
to go back to the island during the war either. He must hing that he secret cave is full riches. In order for 
the story to be interesting, he must be wrong. 

So what is in that cave, then? It have to be something that has value but only to some people. And 
something that has been damaged beyond repair. A couple of years ago, I listened to the incredible lecture 
by Eric H. Cline about the Illiad and archeology1. One thing that Eric Cline talks about a lot in there is 
how there is a lot of writing that archaeologists have discovered by the lost civilization of the Hitites. The 
most infuriating thing about the Hitite texts is that we do know how to read them, but there are too few 
Hititologists to actually translate everything. Maybe that would be Mr Greer’s treasure: texts of lost 
civilizations that he hid in a mad attempt to find riches through them. 

But why would Mr Greer hide them in the South Pacific? I thought of many possible reasons, but I settled 
on the fact that he was going to the South Pacific on his honeymoon anyway. He brought the books and 
had the cave dug and set as some sort of secret refuge. I’d fill in the details later. He tried to keep it from 
Caroline, but she’d have been no fool. The man he got to oversee the works would be Samuel’s father. It 
was all falling in place. Caroline wanting get the books back would have travelled to the other end of the 
world to rescue them under the guise of going back to the place where she spent her honeymoon. But, as 
she would have feared, by the time the players find the books, they would have been improperly handled 
and ruined by seawater. (This should make the return trip easier for the players.) Maybe one book would 
survive. A text copied by a monk during the Middle Ages of an old Hitite text. Caroline could give to the 
player characters at the end of the game. 

Now, who would Simon be? He’d have to have known about the island as well. He’d be Samuel’s 
brother, the other son of the man who built the library. Samuel and Simon would have taken a huge 
dislike for each other. Samuel, jealous and almost paranoid, sees his brother presence as some sort of 
great betrayal and therefore tries to get the other characters to kill him. After all, they’re on a desert 
island. Who would find out? The way Samuel behaved, it would also seem that he is not worried about 
the other characters babbling about his incitement to murder. Maybe Samuel does not intend for the 
player characters to ever return from the island alive. It all adds up. (To some degree.) 

Simon is part McGuffin. He’ll stay unconscious for most of the story, mostly to keep the player characters 
on their toes. If they let their guard down, Simon might die and they’ll never learn the secret of the island. 

                                                      
1Cline, Eric H., The Modern Scholar: Archaeology and the Iliad: The Trojan War in Homer and History 
<http://www.amazon.com/Modern-Scholar-Archaeology-Trojan-History/dp/B001EI3IVU> 
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Now, for the player characters. They needed a reason to be there. And they needed a reason to to 
complete the story. The players would have a reason: to know the secret of the island, but what about the 
characters? They couldn’t just walk around wating to do the players’ bidding. They needed an agenda of 
their own to keep the players motivated. 

One would need money to help a sick child. No... To stereotypical. How about to educate his child? 
Better. Still sappy but more palatable. One would be travelling for some sort of scientific research. That’s 
the sort of the thing Caroline would like. He could meet Caroline and use the opportunity of being 
stranded on an island with her to form a bond that he could use if ever they made if off the island. And 
just to make it slightly less absurd that another appropriate character find himself on the island by pure 
luck, I’d give him a reason: he’d be Caroline’s personal assistant. Her Jeeves, in a way. 

These three men would need a reason to be driven. Our players were all international students, so I’d give 
my player characters an international flavor. For Ningyu, a Chinese man. She’s pretty shy and it would 
allow her to use Chinese references if she so wished. I couldn’t place an Indian and Korean man there too. 
That would be too literal. For Caroline’s assistant, I would pick a Scotsman trying to make it in England. 
For the last one, I would make him either Italian or Polish. I settled for Polish. I think at that stage that I 
had not made the assistant Scottish and I didn’t want an all-American cast, so I made the last character 
Canadian. He would be born Canadian from Polish immigrants. He’d gotten a position at the University 
of Sydney (that was already well established by 1920. I looked it up.) But what could that man’s research 
be about. One of my favorite medical-themed stories is the discovery of the nature of beriberi. I looked 
the history of vitamins and I decided to make that characters research vitamins, particularly the cause of 
curvy: lack of vitamin C, which had not been discovered at that time. Australia being far away from pretty 
much everything, must have been an acceptable place to study the causes of scurvy. 

I also needed a trump card to keep things moving if the players were stuck. I gave myself some sort of 
player character by proxy. I called him Lewis Trondheim after a French experimental comic book author. 
Lewis was not meant to be any more than a proxy for me to do things. He was actually the only character 
not to have a backstory, a secret or an innate motivation (apart from staying alive). 

We played on a Thursday. The preceding weekend, I was in Puerto Rico for a wedding and reset the 
island in the Caribbean. It really made a lot more sense. Now, the doctor would be on his way to Buenos 
Aires instead of Sydney, and I no longer had to explain what ended up being a rather complex trajectory. 

One part of the story I worked on early on was the nightmare. I wanted one character and no more to find 
Simon on the beach. So I had one character, who turned out to be Parker, have a nightmare. He’d be back 
at home and his daughter would call him. He’d be in his kitchen, it would be the same, but slightly 
different. There would be drawn curtains, but when he opened them, there would be an endless ocean. 
The door would not open. All the cabinets would be empty. Looking around would reveal a new door that 
didn’t belong there. He’d go through it and find another kitchen, much more different this time. Again, 
the window would show an endless ocean. That second kitchen would have a tiled floor. Upon close 
inspection, one of the tiles would reveal itself to be a trapdoor to a dark place. Going down would show it 
to be much deeper than expected. Much deeper than a cellar should be. If Parker were to try and climb 
back up, he would find out that the ladder had vanished and there would be two red lights in the distance. 
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Then, it would turn out that the red lights would be circling Parker. Parker would then realize that there 
red light are the eyes of a mad man about to jump on him, at which point Parker would wake up. 

I wanted Ningyu to have that character in part because I expected her to by shy and that part of the story 
that was on rails required very little actions beyond looking around and inspecting things. It didn’t work 
that way in the end at all. Not at all. Nothing, as it turned out, worked as planned. 

The Puzzle. 
The puzzle was lifted from the original version of King’s Quest I: Quest for the Throne. (In the 1990 
remake, that puzzle was replaced by an easier one.) It is a reverse alphabet. Simon and Samuel used to 
play as children and make up games. One of them was a simple secret code: a reverse alphabet, where A 
and Z were switched, B and Y were switched and so forth. As young men, before they started hating each 
other, they each had their arm tattooed with their name in code. When their father designed a way to open 
the door to the library, he made a system where his two son’s name had to be pressed. 

After the players find the cave, Samuel tries to strangle Simon. At that time is the only opportunity the 
characters have to fight Samuel as there is no longer any other alternative. After Samuel has been 
disabled, they find a key that opens a panel by a door inside the mountain. However, that fight takes place 
during nightfall and they cannot use that key until the next morning. 

When the players open the panel, they find a set of twenty names. Lewis touches “Samuel,” as he’s sure 
that the captain has something to do with the place but refuses to let anyone else near it unless they have a 
good reason to. The players know that the other name is Simon of course, as the title of the game is 
“Simon and Samuel” but they have to get their characters to figure it out. 

Inspecting Samuel’s body reveals his tattoo. The same goes for Simon. I had actually drawn both tattoos 
on my arms with dry-erase markers and worn long-sleeved clothes that day. When the players found a 
tattoo, I pulled up the matching sleeve. 

Sun Moon and Arvind were pretty insistent on getting Simon’s name by force and seemed a bit 
disappointed when it turned out obtaining it was the object of the puzzle. That’s about the time that Sun 
Moon left. Arvind did try to figure it out and it took him very little time. The puzzle was not designed to 
be hard, but it was designed to be fun. Arvind did look like he had fun solving it and his interest curve 
confirmed that. At that time, he even looked very curious to find out what was behind the door. 

I also thought of including anther puzzle, the only riddle I ever made up, but I could not find a way of 
including it in the story in a way that was smooth enough. 
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Postmortem. 
I feel my characters telling my my main (non-player) character Caroline, “Surely, Madam, there’s 
something we could have done.” 

Here’s a good illustration of how the playtest went2: 

 

Panel 1 - Mafalda (the girl): For real, Felipe? Your dad gave you a chess set? / Felipe: Yep! 
Panel 2 - Mafalda: And you know how to play? / Felipe: Ha! What a question! Sure! 
Panels 3 and 4 - Of course, I don’t play as well as Najdorf. / His aim must be a lot better than mine. 

I went third in our group. The first game was about zombies in Pittsburgh. The second game was about 
zombies in space. My game was about seven people stranded on a island in the Caribbean around New 
Year’s Eve 1920. I just felt like my game did have simplicity and transcendence, but I couldn’t exactly 
figure out how. It’s only after the game had been played that I had a clear idea of what I expected the 
players to do. 

Each character has a common primary objective that they shared and an individual secondary objective. 
The secondary objective for Parker is to secure the opportunity for higher education for his daughter. The 
secondary objective for David is to finance his research. Also, David would probably not be completely 
opposed to the idea of getting married, if his wife were beautiful, educated, sophisticated and a credit to 
his own accomplishments. Mike just wants to elevate himself in society. Actually, something that all 
three player characters have in common is a strong desire for upward social mobility. Caroline is not only 
the main keeper of secrets in this story, she is also the one character who can help all of these things 
happen. Doing this is also in her interest. She is disillusioned with family life: her childhood was 
constrictive and her marriage a disaster. Helping Parker would provide her with a sense of caring that she 
longs for. She is a nerd. With little opportunity for actual scientific research herself, she is curious about it 
by proxy in a way. After, the main reason she is on the island to begin with is to try and rescue her 
husband’s books for future generations. She suspects that the books are damaged beyond repair but still 
hopes that she might salvage some of them. As for Mike, she might look kindly of how he made a 
positive use of his rough past in Scotland and take less for granted the way he has, for the most part, 

                                                      
2 Quino, Toda Mafalda, <http://www.amazon.com/Toda-Mafalda-Spanish-Quino/dp/9505156944> 
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stayed faithful to her. While Caroline’s relationship with Mike might not change too much in effect, its 
nature was supposed to be deeply altered by their shared experiences on the island. 

Not a single one of the elements ever came up during gameplay. Sun Moon repeatedly asked who he 
could kill. Ningyu showed up an hour late and Sun-Moon left an hour later. He said his wife needed him 
and left saying his character was useless. David (Sun-Moon’s character) was probably the character with 
the most potential. He is not a likable person, but in his backstory, he is the only one who sees Caroline as 
attractive. His literacy skill allows him to seduce her, as Caroline is very susceptible to good taste and 
education. One of Sun Moon’s actions was to have David fart in the face of an unconscious Simon. 
Clearly I had not conveyed the tone I was going for in this game adequately. Sun Moon often complained 
that the literacy skill was useless and, as he was in no position to cure anyone, so was his medical skill. 

In fact, David, with his medical skill, could figure out a lot of things about Simon. Sun Moon wanted to 
cure him instantly, but that did not really make sense in that situation. There was no attempt from Sun 
Moon to ever try to use his medical ability in an investigative manner. 

On day 2, Caroline, out of the blue, says she wants fish. She knows there is a cave in the mountain but 
does not want to reveal herself to these men she does not know very well yet. They all went to the 
opposite side of the island. That was not a problem. I tried to get them to chase fish to the other side. Sun 
Moon decided to Dave pick up seaweed, cook it and eat it and refused to budge from the camp from that 
point on. It’s unlikely that David, a Canadian man of Polish descent who has made many efforts to adopt 
the style of a Bostonian would actually agree to eat seaweed, and if he did, he probably not do so in sight 
of Caroline Greer, but Sun Moon said that seaweed was delicious and that was the action he wanted to 
take. 

All of them insisted on questioning Lewis. Poor Lewis knew nothing. He was an in-game hint book. He 
did what was necessary to continue the story if no one else did it. He went on his own to look for the fish 
and found the entrance at the back of the mountain. They also tried to question Samuel, the captain. 
Samuel knows a few things, but has no reason to ever talk. Sun Moon wanted to torture him. I never 
allowed David to do anything that went directly against the Hippocratic oath. Sun Moon was extremely 
frustrated by that. 

In short, all of them were expecting action and shooting. That’s why I put the Mafalda comic on this 
report: I gave them the pieces for one game and did their best to play another one. 

One thing I put a lot of effort in was their conflicting backstory. To get the characters started, each of 
them knows something about at least one other person that they can use to their advantage but that they 
have interpreted inaccurately: Parker saw Davide help an old lady with a life jacket, when in fact David 
was stealing it and Mike thinks Parker has an “in” with someone at the U.S. treasury when in fact all 
Parker did was win a small bet. The only person to have used her backstory was Ningyu who made Parker 
kiss the locket with his daughter’s picture in it before going to sleep and got a mood point out of it. Apart 
from that, no player used their backstory at any time. 

On a desert island, I thought that the most useful tool to have was a container for water. I gave it to David, 
whom in turn I gave to Sun Moon, the most experienced character. Sun Moon seemed to have preferred a 
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gun. Mike’s switchblade could have been used to carve objects out of dry wood. They didn’t do that 
either. 

The part I was the least sure of was Parker’s dream. I needed one character to wake up before all the 
others. All Ningyu needed to do to make Parker progress through his nightmare was to look around. But 
she never did. Parker stood in place in the middle of the nightmare version of his kitchen while Ningyu 
was apparently looking for a very specific action to do. I told her there was a window with drawn 
curtains. She was supposed to have Parker open the curtains and she ocean outside of his Brooklyn 
kitchen window. It never seemed to cross her mind to do it. The increasing eerie nature of the nightmare, 
which was one of the parts I’d given the most thought to, was supposed to keep the other two players 
entertained. It was a gamble, but i felt I could pull it off. As Ningyu tried in vain some very specific 
actions, like cooking a meal, only to find that everything in the kitchen was empty, I had to sort of force 
her character through the nightmare’s actions. The result was very anticlimactic and no one was amused. 
Sun Moon actually wrote on his interest curve sheet that he had nothing to do during the nightmare. 

After Sun Moon left, there was a bit more investigation going on. I think that his disappointment in 
having very little combat and action in the game and his relative experience in the medium proved to be 
contagious. After he left, the other characters felt more freedom to explore test stuff, look around and ask 
questions. But, of course, by that time, the story was almost over. With the main thread, the secret of the 
mountain, about to be revealed, there were no longer any reasons to go talk to Caroline and figure out 
who each other was. The mood in the room did become lighter, but not enough to save the game. 

Coulda Woulda Shoulda: lessons learned. 
In the end, whose fault was it all? We know whose fault it is not: the players. It’s never the players’ fault. 
That leaves the inanimate objects in the room and me. I’d blame the objects, but I don’t think I’ll be able 
to pull that off any more than Parker’s dream. So that leaves me. (Stupid objects!) 

What could I have done to prevent this Waterloo? Well, first of all, do what Brad did: a tutorial with very 
little options but to do the right thing. I expected the characters to try and talk during the first day and 
when they didn’t, I just declared that night was falling. I should have had my trump card, Lewis, start tons 
of conversations and ask the right questions that others were asking. 

Overall, the mood was not good to begin with. We were supposed to start at 5.15. We always played in 
Sun-Moon’s project conference room, which is separate from their development room. Arvind thought we 
were starting at 6.15 and Ningyu was nowhere to be found. Later I made popcorn and got snacks from the 
third floor machine and put them on the table. It’s only later that we realized that Ningyu had come and 
left her phone number on a napkin on the table and I had dropped the snacks on that napkin without 
noticing. She hadn’t thought of using the room’s whiteboard or emailing us, which, in retrospect, might 
have been a better idea. So while we were waiting for her in the room, she was waiting for us to call her 
to the room. 

In consequence, by the time the game began, the mood was not great. I’m a big adventure game fan, so 
investigating is usually what I do first and trying all the dialog trees is what I do next. That was not at all 
my group’s way of proceeding and I should have accounted for that. If these were computer games, I’d 
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had presented them with a cross of Laura Bow and Monkey Island and they were trying to play Bioshock 
with them. 

In the previous games, I was always asking if NPCs were lying. No one ever was. When someone showed 
up and said, “Hello, person who is lost in the middle of a pile of bodies. I am with the government and I 
am here to help you,” they turned out to be with the government and here to help us. When my characters 
said, “I know nothing about that,” they were usually lying, except for Lewis, who was the only character 
the player ever suspected of lying. 

I kept Lewis terrified all the time. I think I was projecting my own reaction to what was going on on 
Lewis. What I should have done is make him accuse other people of lying. But the whole game was going 
on much, much faster that I thought it would. I was afraid I had an eight hour story and not a three hour 
one. In the end the whole thing lasted less than two hours. But as very little was happening, I didn’t want 
to slow things down by distracting the players from the main plot. If they had been engaged, I would have 
felt confident making Lewis say, “But, Mrs. Greer, why did you ask us to go catch some fish right now? 
Surely there were more urgent things to do.” But with three people looking at me, rather bored and not 
engaged at all, I felt great pressure to keep to the main track of the story and not stop for anything that 
was not essential. 

On the plus side, the players’ interest curves pretty much match mine. Again, I think my problem was not 
really in the story itself but in the delivery and my lack of confidence. One thing I learned in BVW was 
that my mood is extremely communicative and when I’m not feeling good about something, that negative 
“vibe” spreads to the people around me. Part of what went wrong must also have been that. 

One valid question is: what would have happened to the interest curves if the players had explored all the 
side stories the way I hoped they would? My hope is that the curves would have been more or less the 
same, but instead of wavering between 30 and 50 percent, they would have been higher on the scale. 

So my main lesson from this game is: the very beginning is the most important. The mood that is set in 
the first minutes highly influence the rest of the game. 

Maybe I should have set my tutorial level on the ship and have them interact about a short-term unrelated 
issue first, like Brad did. But I was afraid that setting anything off of the island would make things too 
complicated for me to handle. But then, a cruise ship is not a big city. There aren’t that many places they 
could have gone to. Maybe it would have been worth it to try. 

In conclusion, final lessons learned. 
I should have listened to my own advice. As a game designer, I wanted to give my player as much 
freedom as possible and that was, I’m sure of it, the main cause of the terrible failure that this game ended 
up being. I should have been a LOT more directive at first, I should have given them very clear first 
objectives and very narrow choices to start with. I’m often advising others to do it, I try to do it myself 
but I suppose I just loved my own creation too much in the case of this RPG and my pride and vanity 
ended up blinding me to those simple precepts. 
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I really still don’t think that my world or story are to blame. I think the fault lie in the way I presented 
them and it and the way I led the game. My dream of become a GM took a very nasty hit when it was 
confronted to reality. My players were confused at to what to do and as to what to proceed. They were not 
aware of what their characters’ abilities really were and they did not know in which direction seek their 
solutions. That was all my fault. That’s what I should have focused on more. 

There is another possibility, one that is much harder for me to admit: after “Zombies in Pittsburgh” and 
“Zombies in Space,” maybe I was selfish by creating a game that was so inspired by Agatha Christie and 
turn of the century adventure novels for that group. Maybe I should have made an action-packed story 
that they would have been much more likely to enjoy. But, still I think that if I’d done a better job of 
telling it and running it, my current story could have pleased them. 
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Beginning 40 Prediction
Exploring the island 30
Parker's nightmare 50
Finding a man on the beach 60
Going fishing 40
A mountain with a door 70
Fighting Samuel 60
Naming names 70
The library 80
Simon's story 70
Epilogue 60

20 of 31



Beginning 10 Actual
Exploring the island 10
Parker's nightmare 10
Finding a man on the beach 15
Going fishing 10
A mountain with a door 15
Fighting Samuel 10
Naming names 20
The library 15
Simon's story 10
Epilogue 10
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Player name: Ningyu I Character name: pengpeng (HEEH)

"Parker" Chen

Backstory: Parker's parents were raised in Cal-ifornia, both having been born
there from Chinese immigrants who took part in the Gold Rush. He was born in
1892 and was raised in New York and got married there. He is shy and rather
skinny. He has a 7 year-old daughter, Lele(,fi,S), or Lilly. As Lilly is a
promising student. Parker wants to raise enough money to send her to
rrnirrersifrz. He fook e "i oh as a sfew:rcl on a shin- fha Ariria on Christmas, urrv

Day 1920, Parker took a bet that the ship wou1d go much further than its
planned course on the next day. On Boxing Day 1920, there was a big Party on
the Aricia. Parker was told by a fellow steward that he won his bet. He
jumped with joy: his gains wou1d be able to help Lit1y. That night, as he was
sleeping peacefully, a huge noise was heard on the ship. The ship went too
close to a reef and started to sink. People were running in al-.J- directions.
Before he knew what was happening, he found himself on a smal-l- boat with fi-ve
other people. A wealthy passenger, Mrs. Caro1ine Greer, the ship's captain
and two other men he doesn't recognize. The l-ast passenqers, a young pele man
with dark hair and a North American accent, he had seen minutes earl-i-er
helping an ol-d woman with a life jacket. Come morning, they got to smal-l-
island and immediately proceeded to find a source of water and buil-d shefter.
Tha darz nrodresseS intO the afternoon...

Attributes
Phys i ca I 14 / 20

Ment a I 12/20
Social IL/20

. ri't ."
{.:.

Health:

Mood:

Inventory Item Qtv State
Clothes 4/L0
Silver locket w/ Litly's photograph 1 6/r0

Skills
--l
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O

--l
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S t rength 3

Hand combat 3

Melee combat 2

Endurance AL!

p
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!

()

Engine e ring 3

Investigation 2

Observation A

4
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'-1
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Coo king A
4

Persuasion 1

Integrity 4

Brave ry -1
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l-mon & Samuel#- role-playing game character sheet

Player name: Arvind Character name: Mike McGilt
Backstory: Michael McGil-l was raised near Glasgow and never had much of a
fondness for Scotfand. After seeing him a bar brawl-, an Englishman offered to
employ him as a bodyguard for a visiting property developer, Cofin Teevan.
McGilf behaved in a surprisingly professional way and Teevan offered him to
stay in his service in London. McGil-l-, seeing this as an opportunity to move
up, agreed. Soon after, Teevan was arrested on charges of corruptj-on, but
through his charm and ability, McGiLl- had al-ready found new employment as
driver and assistant to wealthy widower, Carol-ine Greer. fn her employ,
McGill was fast, clever and not without initiative. He had afmost completely
suppressed his Scottish accent. fn Spring of 1,920, after just a few monlhs
with Mrs. Greer, McGil-l took part in her trip to New York. From there, she
embarked on the ship the Aricia for Brazil-. McGil-l- was determi-ned to rise
further in society. On the ship was a man who worked for the American
Treasury. McGil,l noticed that man discreetl-y give a message to a waiter.
McGill- folfowed the waiter and sees him whispered something to an Asian man
in uniform. The Asian man leapt with-joy. "He must be connected somehow,"
MnCiII t-hnrrahl- T,efar in middlc nf i-he ninh|. - fhc shin l-rrtrshes ^-^i-^! -.!- u! LllY 1tr911L t Llfs Ol1rlr V! uJrruJ dyaIIlD u a

reef and McGifl barely makes it to a l-ifeboat with Mrs. Greer. To his
surprise, the Asian man is there, along with the captain and two other men.
In the morning, the boat arrives on a tiny island. The passengers quickly
buil-d shefter and by the time they are done, they are wel-l in the afternoon...
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Health:

Mood: (

r{

Attributes
Phys ical L4/20

Ment a I r0/20
Social 13/20

S ki l1s

--l
d
U
'-i
U)

-c
tu

S t rengt h 3

Hand combat 4

Melee combat 3

Endurance 4

Agility 2

.p
c
C)

Gambl ing 2

Loc kpi c king 2

Observation 1

(.)

o
U)

Persuasion 4

Intimidation 2

Bravery 1

Inventory Item Qry State
Clcthes 6/L0

Swi t chbl ade 1 1/r0
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Player name : Sun '$'loon Character name: David Pollack
Backstory: David was born in Toronto from Po.l-ish immigrants. From a young
d9€, he showed unusuaf inteffectual and scientific curiosity. By the time he
was f.ifteen, he knew he what he wanted to do with his fife: medical research.
With considerabl-e effort, he managed to enter a medical school- in Boston.
There, he became fascinated by Frederick Hopkins' theory that some foods had
"accessory factors" that are necessary for l-ife. He thinks this is related to
scurvy and wants to prove it. But, due to his poor communication skills and
his Polish name, he finds no funding. By a set of unlikely circumstances, he
comes to know that the Unj-versity of Buenos Aires is funding such research
and, in Spring 7920, he manages to find a place in the program - despite his
refativefy poor Spanish. He takes the ship the Aricia from New York to Buenos
Aires. On the ship, he meets British social-ite widow, Caroline Greer and is
taken by her beauty and sophistication. She seems to be genuinely interested
by his research. They talk about it for some days and, during the Boxing Day
lunch, she offers to fund some of it. Later that night, however, the ship
hits a reef and begins t.o sink. Determined, David manaqes to find his way t.o
Carol-ine's fifeboat. In the process, he found himself swapping his faulty
lifejacket with an old lady's good one under the guise of helping her. On the
boat are three other unimportant men. By the morning, they find their way to
a smal-l- island and begin to build shefter. By the time they are done, it's
^l -^-J,, f L^ -F+^,=rnoon...

I Simon & Samuel - role-playing game character sheet

Inventory Item Qty State
Clothes 5/L0

Cant e en 1 B/LO

Attributes
Phys i cal 13/20

Ment a I 15/20

Social e/20

Skills

,-l
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S t rength 1

Hand combat 1

Melee combat 1

Agility 2

l-J
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Medi cal 5

Scientific 3

Observation 3
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Pe rcept i on 2

Urbanene s s 3

Li t eracy 3

Brave ry 2
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Notebook 1
 
Inspirations:
l’aiguille Creuse, by Maurice Leblanc
Agatha Christie
Maupiti Island
 
Island with a hidden underground.
Six people stranded. Captain holds the last of the fuel. The can contains water. The real fuel is 
hidden elsewhere.
Female confidante: Caroline.
South Pacific location.
The island hides a huge treasure. People think it’s gold, but it’s books.
Three NPCs:

● Samuel Eastley, the captain (antagonist)
● Caroline Greer, the confidante (exposition)
● Lewis Trondheim, the nerd (hints)

Three days.
On day 2, Simon arrives. He’s unconscious. He stays unconscious mostly until day 3.
 
Between days 1 and 2: dream. One player is in his kitchen. There are lots of food containers but 
no food. The door to his kitchen leads to anther kitchen and then another. There are windows. 
The windows lead to an endless ocean. There is a voice calling him: it’s Mary, his wife. One 
kitchen has a trapdoor. When the player opens it, there is tiny dark form that looks somehow 
human. They wake up terrified.
 
There is a branch from a garden bush growing by the wall near the kitchen window. It’s by the 
window of every kitchen.
 
First goal: get off the island.
Second goal: get to the underground citadel
Third goal: Figure out who Simon is.
 
Samuel is afraid of Simon but does not want to admit it. Samuel: { I don’t know that man’s 
name. Let’s kill him. He’s going to kill us all.
 
Caroline is returning on her honeymoon trip, ten years after her wedding. Her husband died two 
years after they were married.
 
Players are Caroline’s driver, secretary and driver? No. -- C must remain mysterious.
Players are 
 
The island contains books, placed by Caroline’s husband and brought there by Simon and 
Samuel’s father.
 
Caroline has friends in New York and as an epilogue offers Lewis and the 3 PC to move there 
with her and work for her.
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Day 1: Island
Day 2: Simon and existence of cave
Day 3: cave, which contains boat and sextant
 
Interactions: exploration
Fighting Samuel
 
Dream:
PC is back home. His wife/daughter is calling out for him. He is in his kitchen. She is calling 
from upstairs. Out the window, behind a curtain, is an infinite ocean. The door that leads 
upstairs won’t open, but the backdoor to the garden leads to another, similar kitchen. A third 
kitchen lookr older, more rustic. It is tiled. One tile is a trapdoor to a cellar. The cellar is dark 
and much deeper than one would expect. Once the player is there, as soon as they let go of the 
ladder it vanishes. There is something with red eyes moving around. By its motion, it appears to 
be a person with deep red glowing red eyes. It jumps towards the PC who wakes up.
 
Caroline could not go back to the island because of the war.
 
Interaction: fishing.
Climbing.
 
Puzzle: how to get into the cave: Caroline says she wants fish. In the process of finding fish, find 
the cave.
 
The oil and water puzzle for the lock.
 
PC: 
Carlos Krakowvski from Toronto. Parents are Polish immigrants. Has an estranged wife, whose 
brother was called Simon Legrand. Geologist.
Remo Roma: Italian New Yorker. Married with a daughter. Cook on the sunken ship.
Mike Levi, Jewish from Boston. Doctor, left to do some research on the Solomon Islands. 
(Illnesses from deprivation: beriberi and scurvy)
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Notebook 2
 
RPG
 
Parker Chen or Chen Pengpeng. (Ningyu) Has family in NY. Needs money for his daughter (Lily 
or Lele) to go to college. Sees David help old lady. Wins a bet ob Boxing Day about the ship's 
progress.
 
David Pollak. (Sun Moon) Canadian. Doctor. Does research. Wants to research vitamins in 
Sydney. Swaps a working life jacket for a broken one while ship sinks. Caroline said she may 
finance his research. Russian immigrant mother and Polish immigrant father.
 
Mike McGill. (Arvind.) Employed by Caroline. Wants to make it big. Thinks Parker knew a man 
from the American treasury because he mistook Parker's bet for a message from that man.
 
Puzzle: water and oil, with a key that unlocks two locks far away.
 
Reverse alphabet Simon.
 
ABCDEFGH I J KLM
ZYXWVUTSRQPON
 
Simon wears
HRNLM
 
Samuel wears
HZNFVO
 
On day 3 knock down Samuel to see his tattoo as hint to puzzle 2. 
 
Name puzzle: press on the two names.
 
Can't make a single mistake. Lewis will stop you if you do.
 
Samuel Lowe. Caroline Carrington.
 
The oil and water is to fix the ship to escape.
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