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FIND ANYTHING, 

BROCK?

NAH, JUST A 

LOT OF JUNK.

EVERYONE 

READY TO 

GO?

YUP. JUST 

FINISHED.

WAIT UP!
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INTRODUCTION
The Initiative is a cooperative game for 1 to 4 players. All players 
are on the same team, and win or lose the game together. 

In this game, you and your friends take on the role of teenagers in 
1994 who have found a mysterious board game called The Key. 
Not only will you be playing the game as them, but you will be 
helping them through a pivotal chapter of their lives.

To learn how to play the game, first read the instructions on the 
next two pages (pages IV and V). Then read The Key rule sheet to 
learn how to play a mission.

Before your first game, assemble the 
plastic mission console by snapping 
the 20 windows into place.

Press each window into the 
console until you feel the  

hooks snap into place.

MISSION CONSOLE ASSEMBLY



COMPONENT LIST

IV 

41 MISSION CARDS

4 CHARACTER CARDS

1 DOUBLE-SIDED GAME BOARD

THE KEY RULE SHEET
8 STANDEES

Attach each token to a plastic 
stand as shown above.

14 FEATURE TOKENS 45 CLUE TOKENS

4 ACTION CARDS AND 
1 DISCARD PILE CARD 40 RESOURCE CARDS

1 MISSION CONSOLE

30 SECRET CARDS

MISSION  X2 = 
2

22
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MISSION 1

Do not look at  
the other side of 

these cards and do 
not shuffle them.
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Brute Force 
Use the ability on any action card, even if a token is on it. Then discard the top card of that pile and all tokens on it.

 X1 = 
DEMO
MISSION 1
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DISCARD PILE

When the deck runs out, shuffle 
the discard pile to create a new 

deck. Then flip this card.

Setup: Place this side faceup  
with the 4 time cards on it.
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Move up to 3 rooms.

RUN
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Collect up to 2 clue tokens
from your room.

GATHER
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MISSION 1
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Overview

You and your friends take on the roles of code breakers  
for a secret organization known as the Cipher Initiative.  

During each game, you are working together to discover the key 
phrase or code needed to undermine your enemy . If you manage to 
crack the code, all players win the game together.

Setup

1 Pick Player Colors: Each player chooses one of the four 
character cards and also gains the matching standee. If playing 
with less than four players, each player controls one character 
and return the unchosen cards to the game box.

2 Prepare Mission and Game Board: For your first game, you’ll 
be using Mission 1 (the mission card with the number 1 in the 
upper left corner). Take the mission card and place it facedown 
(as shown below) without looking at the other side. Place 
the game board nearby on the side shown on this card.

3 Randomize Clue Tokens: Place all of the tan clue tokens 
facedown on the table and randomize them. Return the other 
colored clue tokens to the game box for now.

4 Place Clues, Features, and Standees: Place clue tokens 
facedown (without looking at them) on the game board as 
indicated on the mission card, creating a small stack of tokens in 
each room. Place feature tokens on the game board as indicated 
using the icons at the top of the card. Then, each player places 
their standee in the room containing the entrance feature token.

5 Prepare Mission Console: Flip all plastic windows on the 
mission console so they are facing down. Then lay the console 
down, and without looking at the face of the mission card, insert 
the card into the console as shown below. Then stand up the 
mission console and place it by the game board.

6 Setup Action Cards: Place the  four 
(brown) action cards next to the 
game board. Place the “Discard Pile” 
card next to them with the four time 
(4) resource cards on it.

7 Shuffle Resource Deck and Draw: Shuffle the remaining 
36 resource cards to form the resource deck. Place it facedown 
within easy reach of all players. Each player draws four cards from 
the top of the deck to form their hand.

Introduction

The doorman sizes her up from head-to-toe, then speaks in code, 
“The elephant neighs fives times.” 

A few miles away, your team is listening. You quickly decode the 
phrase and pass the answer to the agent’s hidden ear piece. She 
smiles then replies, “Foxes in filthy tattered yarns.” 

The guard nods and unlocks the door.R
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8. Keep the secret cards in the game 

box, along with the rest of the 

mission cards.

cipher

Read pages II-V of 

the guidebook first.
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DISCARD PILE
When the deck runs out, shuffle the discard pile to create a new deck. Then flip this card.

Setup: Place this side faceup  with the 4 time cards on it.
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Move up to 3 rooms.

RUN
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PROTHNA SAINI

LeadershipMove yourself or another player up to 5 rooms  (ignoring effects that restrict 
the Run action).

Brute Force 
Use the ability on any action card, even if a token is on it. Then discard the top card of that pile and all tokens on it.

BROCK SANDERS SECRET

A1
SECRET

STOP!
DO NOT look at
the other side of

these cards or
shuffle them.

STOP

B
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GAME OVERVIEW
This game consists of a series of missions linked together by a 
comic book. Together, they tell a complete story known as the 
campaign. The campaign is broken into a number of chapters, and 
each takes 30-60 minutes to complete. Each chapter begins by 
reading a page of the comic book (found in this guidebook). 

When reading the comic, fold the book open so that only the specified 
page can be seen. Hold it up so all players can see the page while 
you read it aloud to everyone. Read the page in its entirety unless 
instructed to do otherwise.

All gameplay instructions in the comic book are in a red box (like 
the “Stop” box at the bottom of this page). When you reach one of 
these boxes, resolve it immediately. These will often tell you to play a 
specific mission. To do so, find the mission card indicated, and play it 
following the rules from The Key rule sheet.

Each chapter builds on the knowledge and story from previous 
chapters. That said, it is ok to play subsequent chapters with fewer, 
more, or even different players. Each mission has only one solution, 
and therefore cannot be replayed by the same players.

CAMPAIGN LOG
The back page of this guidebook has a campaign log that you’ll use 
to track your current chapter in the story. 

Before each game, find the top unchecked row of the chapter tracker; 
this will tell you which page of the comic to read. Read the page and 
follow any instructions on the page, such as playing a mission. Do 
not read beyond that page unless instructed to do so. 

After playing a mission, always refer back to the chapter tracker 
and mark whether you won or lost the mission. The story will 
advance even if you lost, but winning missions may provide a reward 
in the future. The chapter tracker may instruct you to read another 
page of the comic before starting the next chapter. 

It may take eight or more hours to complete all chapters, but you are 
not expected to play them all in a single sitting (and there is more to 
play after finishing the campaign).

You can pause your game immediately before starting a new  
chapter. To do so, simply return all components to the game box.  
The information you’ve recorded on the campaign log will tell you  
which page of the comic to read when you resume your game. 

Each character has an achievement space on the campaign log. 
Certain challenges will let you check these off, and they provide a 
reward later in the campaign.

SECRET CARDS
This game include 30 secret cards. These represent notes left by 
the previous owner of The Key or other strange information that 
your characters may encounter during their journey. As the name 
might suggest, you cannot look at secret cards until instructed 
to do so (place this deck in one of the included bags to avoid 
accidentally seeing them).

When you encounter a component that has the word “Secret” 
followed by a number or letter, you gain the corresponding secret 
card. Search the secret deck for the card by looking at the card 
backs, retrieve the card, and look at its face. 

If the back of a mission card provides a secret, retrieve it before 
playing the mission. If the face provides a secret, do not retrieve the 
card until after you’ve completed the mission (win or lose). 

Example: You just played a mission with “9” as the answer. Above 
the number, it has the word “secret”. You flip through the deck of 
secret cards (by only looking at their backs), take card 9, and read it. 

Secret cards have a variety of effects, but many require you to crack 
a code. You should work as a group to solve it, and you may use a 
pen, paper, and any other tools except the Internet.

There is no penalty for not being able to crack a code on a secret, 
and in fact, you might not be able to use the card right away. When 
you gain a secret, write its number on the campaign log and keep it 
separate from the secret deck. You can reference any secrets you’ve 
collected, and any previously played mission cards, at any time. 

Some components may instruct you to read a specific page of this 
guidebook. When you encounter a component that has the word 
“Page” followed by a number, flip to that page and read it.

Example of holding the  
comic to read one page aloud.

Chapter 1 is the start  
of the campaign, as 
shown at the top of  
the chapter tracker.

STOP
This book contains hidden story elements.  

DO NOT READ pages until instructed to do so. 

After you’ve read The Key rule sheet, you  
are ready to begin playing. Start by reading 

page 1 of the comic (the next page in this 
guidebook), as instructed by the top row  

of the chapter tracker.



Visit UnexpectedGames.com to print more copies of this campaign log.

Read the rules on pages iii-v of this 
guidebook to learn how to use this!

CAMPAIGN REFERENCE
To start or continue your game, perform the following steps:

1. Start Chapter: Find the topmost, unchecked row on the 
chapter tracker. Read the comic on the page specified.

 4 Follow any instructions on that page, including playing a 
mission, gaining secrets, or reading other pages. 

2. After Mission: Check the Won or Lost box on the chapter 
tracker. Then, refer to the chapter tracker to see if you need to 
read another page of the comic.

You can then begin a new chapter by following step 1 above, or put 
the game away and resume playing another day. 

TURN REFERENCE
On your turn, perform the following steps:

1. Actions: Perform one or two actions, each can be either of  
the following: 

 4 Use an Action Card: Play one card from your hand onto an 
action card to resolve its ability. Your card’s value must be 
higher than the card currently on top of that action.

 4 Use your Special Ability: Discard two cards from your 
hand to use your character’s special ability.

2. Fill Hand: Draw cards from the resource deck until you have 
four cards in your hand. This is optional while in peril.

ACHIEVEMENTS

BROCK FIL JENNI PROTHNA

   

CAMPAIGN LOG
CHAPTER TRACKER


WON


LOST


CHAPTER

  Chapter 1: read page 1

 0 After mission 1: read page 17

  Chapter 2: read page 2

 0 After mission 2: read page 19

  Chapter 3: read page 3

 0 After mission 3, if you lost the  
mission, read page 18

 

Chapter 4: read page 4  
Note: that many chapters do not have a  
0 icon under them. These chapters  
end after playing the mission.

  Chapter 5: read page 5

  Chapter 6: read page 6

 0 After mission 6: read page 24

  Chapter 7: read page 7

  Chapter 8: read page 8

  Chapter 9: read page 9

 0 After mission 9, if you lost the  
mission, read page 26. If you won,  
read page 28.

  Chapter 10: read page 10

  Chapter 11: read page 11

  Chapter 12: read page 12

 0 After mission 12, if you lost the  
mission, read page 30.

  Chapter 13: read page 13

 0 After mission 13, read page 32

  Chapter 14: read page 14

After mission 14, read the page that 
matches what happened: 

 0 Won Mission 14: read page 15
 0 Lost Mission 14: read page 16
 0 Won Mission 15: read page 39
 0 Lost Mission 15: read page 40

Secrets Found  
(Write their numbers below)


