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Candy lined up h e r s h ot, s ecure  in h e r sniper's  ne st. Sh e  h ad a clear 
s h ot at th e  perpetrator's  h and, and th e  gun in it. But just as  s h e  
s q ue ezed th e  trigger, h e  m oved. As  Candy's  s h ot rang out, th e  
perpetrator fired at th e  h ostage h e  w as  pointing at, and s h e  w ent dow n.

"GODDAM N IT," s h outed Candy over h e r radio, to th e  re st of h e r 
SWAT team . "YOU LITTLE…  STAY STILL!"

"Civilian dow n," said th e  s q uad leader, over th e  radio.
Candy aim ed for th e  h and again, but one  of th e  h ostage s  - - one  of 

th e  bank 's  tellers  - - k ept getting in th e  w ay. Sh e  w as  tem pted to s h oot 
th rough  th e  teller to get to th e  perp. Th e  perp k ept running around, 
s h ooting random ly.

A w onderful h eads h ot opened up.
Sh e  didn't h ave perm is s ion to tak e  it, and th e  w ay th e  guy w as  

m oving, it w ouldn't last long. Sh e  took  a de ep breath . 
Th is  isn't appropriate  be h avior, s h e  th ough t, becaus e  s h e  k new  s h e  

w as  going to tak e  th e  h eads h ot anyw ay.
Th e  s q uad leader m oved in closer to th e  bank , along w ith  th e  

rook ie , Billy. "You ready, k id? Candy, w h at are  you doing up th e re?"
Candy m uttered som eth ing obscene  under h e r breath  and th en 

audibly: "I’m  tak ing h im  dow n. Dead."
Th e  m an in th e  bank  look ed up, m outh ed "oh  no" and th en h is  h ead 

exploded lik e  an overripe  tom ato.

Firs t Principle s

Uns ung is  m ore  lik e  th e  sort of gam e played w ith  action figure s , 
m odels, or toy guns  th an w ith  ch e s s  s ets  or sporting e q uipm ent. It is  a 
gam e of creativity th at tak e s  place in th e  im agination. Overall, th e  
rules  of Unsung are  for playing out a story about personal 
re spons ibility in m om ents  of great stre s s . Th e  object of th e  gam e is  to 
tell a story of th is  nature  w ith  your friends  th at is  intere sting and 
com pelling. Lik e  im provisational th eatre , th e  rules  of th e  gam e don't 
determ ine  w inners  and los ers  so m uch  as  h elp ch annel and spark  
creativity. It's  co-operative, not com petitive .

It's  eas ie r th an it sounds . If any one  player runs  out of ideas , th e  
oth er players  in th e  gam e can tak e  up th e  slack . Also, each  player is  
not only an auth or/actor in th e  gam e, but part of th e  audience  for th e  
oth er players . If th e  story th e  players  com e up w ith  doe sn't reach  th e  
level of Sh ak e speare  (or even prim e -tim e  TV), if it ram bles , if it tak e s  
s everal s e s s ions  to tell, or if it's  finis h ed in a h alf-h our -- th at's  ok ay 
as  long as  everyone h as  fun playing and is  satisfied w ith  th e  story 
th us  told. 

W h ile th is  book  is  longer th an th e  rules  for ch eck e rs , ch e s s , or m ost 
boardgam e s , it's  m ore  a guidebook  th an a rulebook . Th e  bas ic rules  

Expe rie nce d Gam e rs

If you've played a role -playing gam e 
before , th e re 's  a ch ance you're  rolling your 
eye s  and about to s k ip th is  s ection.

Don't. Seriously.
Unsung encode s  som e  as sum ptions  in 

th is  s ection th at are  different from  a lot of 
role -playing gam e s , particularly som e  of 
th e  m ore  popular gam e s  lik e  Dungeons  
and Dragons  and Vam pire : th e  
M as q uerade . Ye s , I k now  you've h eard th at 
claim  before , but th is  isn't a m atter of just 
genre  or som e  tw eak s  to th e  s k ill system .

O n th e  oth er h and, if you've played 
som eth ing lik e  O ctaNe  or Sorcerer or M y 
Life W ith  M aster, som e  of th is  is  probably 
old h at.

Regardles s , if you do s k ip th is  s ection, 
pay close  attention to th e  Gift and Laps e  
system , and th e  Retirem ent system . Th os e  
aspects  of th e  gam e are  h igh ligh ted by sub-
system s  for reason, and unlik e  a m ore  
traditional RPG, your prim ary interface to 
th e  gam e is  not your ch aracter, but th e  Gift 
system .

INTRODUCTION TO  UNSUNG ROLE-PLAYING
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of th e  gam e are  pretty straigh tforw ard, so th e  
rem ainder of th e  text covers  s ituations  th at m igh t not 
com e up, advice  on h ow  to play a gam e, and optional 
ideas  for different and intere sting w ays  to play. Th is  
book  is  your ally. Th e  rules  w ere  de s igned to support 
a story in th e  Unsung m ode  of personal 
re spons ibility.

De tails

A gam e of Unsung tak e s  th e  form  of one  or m ore  
evenings  w ith  your friends  - - h ow ever long it tak e s  to 
tell a com m unal story.

In practice , a given evening’s  entertainm ent is  sort 
of lik e  a cros s  betw e en an im provisational radio play 
and a sort of gam bling gam e -- but different. Unlik e  a 
radio play, th e  actors  and audience  are  th e  sam e  
people, alw ays  participating. Th e  rules  m ay re s em ble 
a dice  gam e in som e  areas , but even w h e re  th e re  is  a 
com petitive edge  or a gam e -bas ed ch allenge, th e  
ultim ate goal is  th e  production of a story.

In e s s ence , all of th e s e  tech niq ue s  are  us ed to 
create  a s h ared im agined space  w h e re  th e  story tak e s  
place .

Role s

If th e  goal is  to create  a group story, w h y h ave 
rules  at all? W ell, first of all, a certain am ount of 
pleasure  com e s  from  surm ounting ch allenge s  created 
th rough  th e  rules  system , not to m ention th at th e  
random  elem ents  in th e  rules  can spark  creativity. 
M ore  im portantly, th e  rules  are  de s igned to provide  
structure . Th e  rules  facilitate th e  type s  of storie s  
Unsung is  m eant to tell: gritty tales  of personal 
re spons ibility.

To th is  end, each  player tak e s  on a certain role. Th e  
m ajority of players  w ill each  create  a persona -- a 
protagonist. Each  player w ill control th at ch aracter 

m ost of th e  tim e , us ing th e  ch aracter to s h ape  th e  
story and k e ep th e  tale fun for everyone . Th ere  is  no 
one  "m ain" ch aracter, but a h andful of protagonists , 
m ore  lik e  Law  &  O rder or H om icide : Life  on th e  
Stre ets  th an T.J. H ook er.

O ne  participant is  th e  gam e m oderator. Th e  
m oderator doe s  not usually control a protagonist, but 
controls all oth er ch aracters  m ost of th e  tim e . Th e  
gam e m oderator h elps  interpret rules , s et scene s , and 
adjudicate dispute s . To borrow  a m etaph or from  Ron 
Edw ards  (auth or of th e  Sorcerer role -playing gam e), 
th e  gam e m oderator is  lik e  th e  bas s ist in a rock  band, 
providing structure  and pacing.

It is  generally as sum ed in th e s e  rules , for 
s im plicity, th e re  is  only one gam e m oderator at a 
tim e , th ough  you are  alw ays  w elcom e to experim ent.

Below  is  a brief and fragm entary transcript of w h at 
one  m igh t h ear during a s e s s ion of Unsung. Don’t 
w orry about understanding exactly w h at is  going on 
(particularly th e  jargon, w h ich  w ill be  explained in 
detail later). Just understand th at th e  participants  are  
us ing verbal de scription, rules , and dice  to create  a 
s h ared im agined space  w h e re  th e  story tak e s  place, 
and th at th is  fragm entary transcript is  just a faded 
reflection of th at. In brack ets  is  som e  s h ort 
explanatory text, but again, don’t w orry too m uch  if 
you don’t understand all of it; if it doe sn’t m ak e  s ens e  
righ t now , just ignore  th e  stuff in brack ets .

Th e  bas ic s ituation is  th is : Anne is  th e  m oderator. 
Bob, Cindy, and Dan are  all controlling protagonists , 
w h ich , in th e  gam e, are  part of th e  sam e  SWAT team , 
dealing w ith  a h ostage s ituation at a bank .

Anne : Candy’s  s h ot lands  next to th e  perp in th e  
bank , w h o th en s h oots  th e  w om an, w h o is  trying to 
flee  from  h im . Sh e  falls dow n. 

Cindy: Candy s h outs  over th e  radio: 
"GODAM M IT! YOU LITTLE…  STAY STILL!"

Dan: "Civilian dow n," Donald s h outs  over th e  
radio.

Anne : Th e  perp starts  firing w ildly around th e  
bank . O k ay, so Candy is  still aim ing for th e  perp’s  
h and, righ t, Cindy?

Cindy: W ell, Candy w ould rath er go for a h eads h ot, 
but orders  are  orders …

Anne : H e h , th e  sniper is  begging to do a h eads h ot, 
go figure …
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Bob: O h , I h ave a Gift for Candy! [Bob h as  an idea for an addition 
to th e  scene  th at force s  a m oral ch oice  on Cindy’s  protagonist, th e  
sniper Candy Tyloni. In Unsung, th is  is  called a Gift.]

Anne : Go ah ead, Bob. 
Bob: As  th e  perp is  flailing about, h is  h and is  eclips ed by one  of 

th e  bank  tellers , in order to s h oot th e  gun out of th e  h and, Candy w ill 
h ave to s h oot th rough  th e  teller…

Cindy: Th at is  so evil...
Bob: Your call if you w ant it…
Dan: Th e  proper re spons e  to th at is : "Th ank  you, I am  evil."
Bob: Th ank  you, I am  evil.
Anne : So, Cindy, do you accept th e  Gift? You can alw ays  veto. 

[Both  th e  m oderator and Cindy h ave to accept th e  Gift before  it 
becom e s  "reality" for th e  purpos e s  of th e  story.]

Cindy: I accept. Th at sounds  intere sting and realistic.
Anne : 1 Gift Point for Bob. [W h en a player accepts  a Gift, th e  

player offering th e  Gift gets  a Gift Point, th e  us e s  for w h ich  are  
outlined later in th e s e  rules .]

Anne : So, ok ay, Cindy, give m e  a Re spons ibility ch eck . [Cindy 
m ust roll low er th an or e q ual to h e r ch aracter’s  Re spons ibility score , 
w h ich  is  a num erical rating th at repre s ents  h ow  m orally re spons ible 
Candy is , and h ow  m uch  control Cindy h as  over th e  ch aracter during 
tim e s  of stre s s .]

*Cindy rolls dice , gets  a 20* [A 20 is  alw ays  a failure  in Unsung. 
Regardles s , Candy’s  Re spons ibility is  m uch  low er th an 20, so Cindy 
rolled too h igh .]

Anne : LAPSE. And you can add one  Retirem ent Point to Candy’s  
total. [W h en one  fails th e  Re spons ibility ch eck  after a Gift, th e  
ch aracter Laps e s , and m ak e s  a m orally bad ch oice , determ ined by th e  
vote of th e  oth er participants .]

Cindy: ...DAGUH !
Anne : O r you can re -roll for one  Gift Point…  [Th is  is  one  us e  for 

Gift Points .]
Cindy: I’m  out of Gift Points . Th is  involves  th e  Instinct m odifie r, 

righ t? [Cindy is  a little unclear on th e  rules .]
Dan: Th is  involves  us  getting to say exactly w h at Candy doe s , w h en 

s h e  tak e s  th e  "easy" w ay out…
Bob: H ead s h ot.
Dan: H ead s h ot, oh  ye s .
Anne : I’ll vote for th e  h eads h ot -- th e re ’s  even a tw isted 

justification: it save s  th e  civilian, w h o s h e  h ad to s h oot th rough  for 
th e  h and s h ot…

Dan: Exactly.
Anne : I’ll narrate th e  h eads h ot its elf, unles s  anyone objects . Ke ep 

going w ith  th e  story, th ough .
Cindy: Candy tak e s  a de ep breath , th ink ing: Th is  isn’t appropriate  

Te xt Conve ntions

Generally speak ing, large sw ath s  of text 
in italics  repre s ent an exam ple. You don’t 
ne ed to read it to understand th e  text, but it 
h elps .

If a w ord th at isn’t norm ally capitalized 
turns  up in Capital Letters , th at m eans  it’s  
be ing us ed as  a gam e term  w ith  a specific 
m eaning w ith in th e  rules . All th e  Gam e 
Term s  s h ould be  s elf-explanatory from  
th e ir us e , but th e re ’s  a glos sary in th e  back  
in cas e  you ne ed h elp or a rem inder. 

Anyth ing in a s idebar, lik e  th is , is  e ith e r 
com m entary or optional rules . Both  can be  
q uite  safely ignored, particularly optional 
rules . It is  sugge sted th at you at least try 
playing w ith  th e  "bas e" rule s ets  before  
you start introducing variants . Th e  point 
of th e  optional rules  is  to introduce 
variants  th at m igh t enh ance a certain style 
of play, w h ich  m igh t or m igh t not be  to 
your group’s  lik ing.

Keep in m ind th at s idebars  aren’t part of 
th e  m ain text, so don’t let th em  distract 
you from  th e  flow  of text.

Th e  Exam ple

As you read th e  book , be  sure  to com e 
back  to th e  exam ple to th e  left and on th e  
previous  page . Th ings  th at go on in th is  
e xam ple m ak e  m ore  s ens e  th e  m ore  you 
understand th e  rules .
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be h avior. Sh e  h unk e rs  back  dow n and -- Ah h  h ell. Screw  it. Sh e  aim s  
for a h eads h ot.

Bob: Billy w aits  for a s ignal from  Donald to h ead in.
Dan: Donald m oves  in close , tak ing Bob w ith  h im . "You ready, 

k id? Candy, w h at are  you doing up th e re?"
Cindy: Candy m utters  som eth ing obscene  under h e r breath  and 

th en audibly: "I’m  tak ing h im  dow n. Dead."
Bob: As  a s h ot rings  out from  above, a drop of sw eat flie s  lazily 

from  Billy’s  brow  as  h e  turns  to s e e  th e  target.
Anne : Th e  m an in th e  bank  look s  up, m outh s  "oh  no" and th en h is  

h ead explode s  lik e  an overripe  tom ato. Brains  everyw h ere . 
Bob: Billy blink s  in am azem ent.
Anne : Erik  says , over th e  radio, "W h at th e  h ell?"

Ge tting Starte d

To play Unsung, first you w ill need at least 
th re e  friends  th at you w ant to creatively 
explore  th e  th em e  of m oral re spons ibility 
w ith , so th e re  are  at least th re e  protagonists  
and one  gam e m oderator.
You w ill need som eth ing to tak e  note s  on 
(so you don’t forget an im portant detail, to 
th e  detrim ent of th e  story) and a tw enty-
s ided die , also k now n as  a d20, available at 
m ost h obby store s .
Th e  group w ill need to decide  w h at k ind of 
gam e to play (cops  or soldiers), create  
protagonists , and begin, w ith  th e  gam e 
m oderator s etting th e  first scene . (Details 
on creating protagonists , and us ing th em  in 
a scene , are  in th e  follow ing ch apters .)

Can’t Find a Tw e nty-

Side d Die ?

If you cannot acq uire  a d20, you can 
s im ulate one  w ith  a norm al pack  of cards .

First rem ove all th e  Jok ers , Jack s , 
Queens , and Kings . Sh uffle and us e  th is  
s h ortened deck . 

Black  cards  are  w orth  face value (Ace s  
low ) and red cards  are  w orth  ten over face 
value . So if you draw  a Th re e  of Spade s , 
you "rolled" a 3, w h ile an Ace of H earts  
m eans  you rolled an 11. Be sure  to 
re s h uffle (including th e  card you just 
drew ) after each  draw .
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