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Components



Learn the most important rule first!
The Killer



1. Place the Meet the Suspects reference board face-up at the top 
of the playing area.

2. Shuffle the deck and place it on the reference board.

3. Set up the journal by laying out a 5×5 grid of alternating suspect 
and clue cards, like a checkerboard, under the reference board. 
Start with clue cards in the corners.

4. Set the other reference boards, sleuth, killer, and peril aside for 
later phases of the game.

5. Give all players a dry erase marker.

6. Choose a case file and begin the game.

Setup



The Phases of Play



This box contains four 
case files. You could 
also write your own, 
or keep an eye out for 
collections of case 
files that will be 
released in the future!

Creating the Detective

Starting the Game



Descriptions go 
here. Suspects 
can have at most 
one description.

Traits go here. 
Suspects can 
have at most 
one trait.

The suspect's name goes here.

Relationships go in 
the corner boxes.

They link two 
suspects.

You can split the 
relationship, e.g.

Meet the Suspects



The Journal

You can write your clue on 
any blank clue card in the 
journal. Its position will have 
narrative implications 
during The Investigation, 
but you only need to worry 
about that if you want to.

The Killer



Writing Chapters



The Lead-Up

Steps of a Turn



MurderLockedRoomthe



Peril & Plots

The Rot

–or–



The Sleuth



The Investigation
Steps of a Turn



The Summation



CHAPTER

JOURNAL

SUSPECT

CLUE

QUESTION

KILLER

SLEUTH

CULPRIT

VICTIM

TABLEAU

THE ROT 

PERIL

PLOT

CASE FILE
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The basic unit of play; a scene dictated by a player on their 
turn to drive the story forward

The grid of dry erase cards containing all of the suspects and 
clues important to the case

A character with a card in the journal; each suspect can turn 
out to be the culprit and/or the victim

A piece of evidence on a card in the journal: bloodstains, a 
conversation, the weather; anything that pertains to the case

The space in the journal between a suspect card and a clue 
card; the sleuth moves between questions

The game piece in the journal that represents the influence of 
the culprit and murder over the story

The game piece in the journal that represents the influence of 
the detective over the story once The Investigation begins

The murderer, as determined at the end of The Investigation
and proven during The Summation

The murdered character, discovered dead in a locked room at 
the end of The Lead-Up

The playing cards that have been drawn for the current phase 
of the game, stored on the reference board for that phase

The twisted secrets at the heart of the case that lead to both 
the murder and its mystery

A cube placed on suspects by the killer during The Investiga-
tion which represents the culprit's attempts to hide the truth

An attempted murder that may happen when adding a 
second peril to a suspect

A playset that includes a character table, causes of death, and 
crime scene clues

Adam Bell's Ten Rules of Detective Stories Key Terms Glossary
These ten rules provide the groundwork for a great detective story. Follow them, 
and you'll have a fantastic murder mystery on your hands. These rules are, of 
course, heavily inspired by Knox's Ten Commandments and S.S. Van Dine's 
Twenty Rules for Writing Detective Fiction.

1. All  of the main characters in the story are as likely to be victims of a 
murder as they are to be perpetrators of one, and thus are considered 
suspects.

2. All suspects have secrets to hide, whether related to the crime or not. 
These secrets shroud the murder in mystery; without them the identity of 
the culprit would be obvious.

3. The solution to the crime shall not defy the natural laws of the world. The 
same is true for the methods and tools of the detective's investigation.

4. The solution to the crime shall not hinge on bigoted logic or stereotypes, 
be it racist, misogynistic, homophobic, transphobic, xenophobic, etc.

5. No deaths subsequent to the initial locked room murder shall be 
unrelated to the murder at hand. If the culprit kills again, the clues left 
behind will serve as clues that help solve the original murder.

6. The culprit will commit the crime due to a personal motive and not on 
behalf of some mafia or other organized group.

7. The detective shall not commit the crime.

8. The detective is not obliged to share what they know with the audience 
or author until the end of the story, but they will reveal all secrets once 
the culprit is discovered.

9. The detective's sense of justice need not align with the tenets of the law, 
and the detective's obligation to share secrets with the audience does 
not extend to the other characters in the story, nor to the police.

10. The detective shall deduce the culprit's identity before the end of the 
story; the answer will not be accidentally revealed, nor will the culprit 
confess for no reason.



The Author's Reading List Making Your Own Case Files
The Locked Room Murder Mystery Game could not exist without my local library. I had 
never really read many murder mysteries until the recent translation of The Devil's Flute 
Murders by Seishi Yokomizo caught my eye on my library's new arrivals shelf. I read and 
enjoyed it, then read Yokomizo's The Honjin Murders right after, and then sought out the 
books that the famous detective Kindaichi mentioned as his favorites, and suddenly I 
was designing this game as my love letter to the Golden Era of detective fiction. Here's 
a list of the books that shaped this game in some way, presented in the order I read them:

  Seishi Yokomizo   The Devil's Flute Murders   translated by Jim Rion
  Seishi Yokomizo   The Honjin Murders  translated by Louise Heal Kawai
  Gaston Leroux   The Mystery of the Yellow Room
  Seishi Yokomizo   The Inugami Curse  translated by Yumiko Yamazaki
  Patricia Highsmith   The Talented Mr. Ripley
  John Dickson Carr   Till Death Do Us Part
  Yukito Ayatsuji   The Mill House Murders  translated by Ho-Ling Wong
  Christianna Brand   Death of Jezebel
  Yukito Ayatsuji   The Decagon House Murders   translated by Ho-Ling Wong
  Agatha Christie   Cards on the Table
  Seishi Yokomizo   Death on Gokumon Island   translated by Louise Heal Kawai
  Josephine Tey   The Man in the Queue
  John Dickson Carr   The Mad Hatter Mystery
  S.S. Van Dine   The Benson Murder Case
  Seishi Yokomizo   The Village of Eight Graves   translated by Bryan Karetnyk
  G.K. Chesterton   The Man Who Was Thursday
  Ellery Queen   The Greek Coffin Mystery
  John Dickson Carr   The Problem of the Wire Cage
  Ellery Queen   There Was an Old Woman
  John Dickson Carr   The Hollow Man
  S.S. Van Dine   The Canary Murder Case
  Dashiell Hammett   Red Harvest
  Agatha Christie   Murder in Mesopotamia
  Agatha Christie   The Mysterious Affair at Styles
  Agatha Christie   Murder on the Orient Express
  Seishi Yokomizo   The Little Sparrow Murders   translated by Bryan Karetnyk
  Agatha Christie   Death on the Nile
  Dashiell Hammett   The Maltese Falcon
  Yasuhiko Nishizawa   The Man Who Died Seven Times
  Flann O'Brien   The Third Policeman
  Yukito Ayatsuji   The Labyrinth House Murders   translated by Ho-Ling Wong
  John Dickson Carr   The Arabian Nights Murder
  Agatha Christie   The Murder of Roger Ackroyd
  Seishi Yokomizo   Murder at the Black Cat Cafe
  Dorothy L. Sayers   Whose Body?

The Locked Room Murder Mystery Game comes with four case files. Because you only use 
a third of the suspect details and a fifth of the crime scene clues in a game, you are able 
to replay each one several times with many different results. The real limit lies in how 
many times you can get yourself excited about a podcaster's death, a reclusive rich guy's 
art gallery, a suburban carnival, or a murder on a train.

You can write your own case files! Include all of the elements that you see in the ones 
included with the game—pitch, detective information, cause of death, suspect tables, 
and crime scene clues. Here's a brief overview of how I approach each element:

The Pitch – Write the pitch like it's the blurb on the back of a trade paperback detec-
tive novel, complete with a pithy cliffhanger about murder. Use discretion on 
how much detail to include; some case files benefit from specificity like you see 
in Huckleberry, but others feel best when left broad, like Train.

Detective Information – Some detective novels focus on the detective from page 
one, others treat the detective like a background character.

Cause of Death – Honestly, this is the trickiest one for me; you could easily reuse 
shot/stabbed/poisoned/other for each case, as most authors do. For sillier 
case files, like Podcast, I like to be a tad more outlandish.

Suspect Tables – Think about the types of characters you might find in the story rep-
resented by your pitch. Don't be afraid of some repetition across a column or 
row. In Podcast, I filled a whole column with "Podcast Co-Host" relationships, 
because I wanted players to pick at least one of them. In Train, I filled a whole 
row with the idea of a murder that occured in the past, so that it's guaranteed to 
be in the story in some way each time that case file is played.

Crime Scene Clues – I like to give each row a theme that makes sense with the pitch, 
and then make variations on that theme with each entry. Keep in mind that 
players will only ever get one clue from the 3 and 4 card columns, so some rep-
etition there is okay. 4 cards is pretty rare, so I try to make those clues ridiculous.

You can also distribute case files that you create commercially, as long as your work is 
not bigoted and your process makes zero use of generative AI. If you do release com-
mercial work, include this text where you put your credits:

“[Product Name] is compatible with The Locked Room Murder Mystery Game
but is an independent production by [publisher name] and is not affiliated 
with Adam Bell Games.”



Mark these off if your game meets the criteria. Some achievements 
unlock rules variants, found on the next page. 

 An Elaborate Suicide: The victim and culprit of your story are one and 
the same. Every author gets to do this once, but to repeat this trope 
across multiple stories may be seen as crass. Unlock Let the Dead Lie.

 Self-Administered Justice: The culprit is revealed when drawing a 
card to attempt to thwart a plot. Unlock The Rule of Discretion.

 Dead Again: An already dead suspect falls victim to a plot. Unlock 
Faked Death.

 A Full Journal: All suspect cards contain a named suspect. Unlock 
Extended Journal.

 You Need An Editor: A full house appears after eleven cards are 
added to the tableau. Unlock The Short Story.

 Breakneck Pacing: A full house appears when the fifth card is added 
to the tableau. Unlock The Long Game.

 The Notorious Recluse: Play a game solo.

 Writer's Room: Play a game with more than 6 players.

 This One's Personal: One of the detective's associates is the victim.

 My Dear Friend!: One of the detective's associates is the culprit.

 A Very Brief Appearance: A character introduced by the killer landing 
on an empty suspect card that turn is revealed to be the victim by the 
next card drawn.

 Who?: A character introduced by the killer landing on an empty suspect 
card that turn is revealed to be the culprit by the next card drawn.

 Locked Room Express: Play a game using Murder on a Train.

 Private Collection: Play a game using Huckleberry's Art Lodge.

 RSS Feed: Play a game using Death at a Podcast Convention.

 Picket Fence: Play a game using Small Town Turmoil.

 Local Author: Play a game using a case file written by one of the 
players.

 Platinum: Unlock every other achievement.

When you unlock a rule variant from an achievement, mark it off here. You 
can implement any number of your unlocked variants in your games.

 Let the Dead Lie: When a suspect dies, either from the Locked Room 
Murder or a plot, remove them from the journal and place them above the 
reference board. Fill the slot with a blank suspect card.

 The Rule of Discretion: When drawing a card to attempt to thwart a plot 
creates a full house in the tableau, you may decide if the imperiled culprit 
lives or dies regardless of the color of the card. The detective is aware of 
the culprit's attempt on their own life, and can allow it to pass or prevent it 
at their own discretion, using their own sense of justice.

 Faked Death: When an already dead suspect falls victim to a plot, you 
can choose to (1) bring them back into the story in a grand reveal of a faked 
death; (2) transfer the peril and killer to another suspect to resolve the plot 
and reveal that this new suspect is the dead suspect in disguise [either as a 
body swap or as a new identity]; or (3) reveal that they were in fact alive the 
whole time until falling victim to this plot, and resolve the plot normally. 
Across all of your games, you must choose each of the options once before 
you can repeat a choice.

 Extended Journal: When setting up the journal, you may add up to four 
extra suspects, one on each end of the center row and center column.

 The Short Story: When starting the game, reduce the number of rows and 
columns in your journal, and take away that many ranks of cards from the 
deck. For example, you could make a 3×3 grid and a 12 card deck consisting 
of only 1s, 2s, & 3s. Choose wisely which cards you eliminate, as the missing 
cards will affect both the crime scene clues and the Summation.

 The Long Game: For a potentially longer game, change the phase ending 
condition of The Lead-Up and/or The Investigation to require a four-of-a-
kind or flush instead of a full house. A full house is guaranteed to happen 
after drawing between 5 and 11 cards; a four-of-a-kind will happen 
somewhere between 4 and 16 cards; a flush will happen somewhere 
between 5 and 17 cards. Each is likely to happen in the middle of their 
range, but the four-of-a-kind and flush could turn the game into a true 
marathon, especially if used in both phases.

Achievements Rule Unlocks



Game Overview


	Components
	The Killer
	Setup
	The Phases of Play
	Starting the Game
	Meet the Suspects
	The Journal
	The Killer
	Writing Chapters
	The Lead-Up
	Steps of a Turn
	The Locked Room Murder
	Peril & Plots
	The Rot
	The Sleuth
	The Investigation
	Steps of a Turn
	The Summation
	Adam Bell's Ten Rules of Detective Stories
	Key Terms Glossary
	The Author's Reading List
	Making Your Own Case Files
	Achievements
	Rule Unlocks
	Game Overview

