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What is This?
A Newbie’s Guide to APAs

Q: What is this?
A: An APA.
Q: What’s an APA?
A: An Amateur Press Association.
Q: What’s that?
A: A collection of zines. It can also refer to the community of people writing the zines.
Q: What’s a zine?
A: A fanzine. A small, amateur magazine usually distributed for free or at cost.
Q: So this is a collection of free fanzines written by amateurs?
A: Exactly.
Q: And each one has a separate author?
A: Right.
Q: But I see the same names appearing again and again throughout.
A: Those are comments. We comment on each others zines. When you see Patrick Zoch: blah-blah-

blah…, if there are no quotes around the blah-blah-blah, that’s probably a comment to Patrick.
Q: And everyone is doing all this for free?
A: Yes. It’s like a cocktail party, but all written out. Come join us, if you like.

Amateur Press Associations date back to the late 1800s and started to become popular among fantasy 
and science fiction enthusiasts during the 1930s.1 Alarums & Excursions was the first APA formed 
specifically to cover roleplaying games.2

“Each contributor would send in their zine, and then Lee would edit, collate, and distribute. 
Contributors would often address each other in their contributions, thus creating a community. At the 
time when there were no blogs nor forums, this was huge.”3

Q: But now there are blogs and various online forums, so why do APAs still exist?
A: Because one type of forum isn’t necessarily any better or worse than the others. One advantage of 

the APA model is longevity. Because they have multiple contributors and don’t rely on making 
money, APAs are more durable than individual blogs or traditional magazines. Also, because 
websites come and go, whatever is posted online will probably eventually vanish into the electronic 
ether. But whatever is put into a publication that can be downloaded and archived is more likely to 
survive due to the sheer fact that multiple copies will exist. And the back issues become an indelible 
record of what people used to think. They provide insight into a world that used to be.

Referring to Alarums & Excursions, Mark Rein-Hagen writes, “Each issue was a revelation—raw 
theory, wild invention, fierce debates on the soul of gaming—all stitched together by the indomitable 
Lee Gold, whose work made that scattered fellowship feel like a living conversation.”4

Q: Who is Lee Gold?
A: She founded Alarums & Excursions, creating a forum, perhaps the first forum, specifically for the 

discussion of roleplaying games. Then she continued to run A&E for nearly fifty years. It’s an 
extraordinary legacy, and she’s the reason this community of APAers exists.

1 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Amateur_press_association  
2 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alarums_and_Excursions  
3 https://attronarch.com/goodbye-to-alarums-and-excursions-apa  
4 https://www.facebook.com/Reinhagen/posts/  

pfbid0nXr6bkZU8V28t2xMHvq5CKgpTGfLX35yU3VBAjuwTgQps8gX9CZDcbHZFc5VpYn6l

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Amateur_press_association
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I Want YOU!
to join our flippant fellowship

Send us a zine. Or some cover art. Or comments. Or a blurb.
Or just fart in our general direction.

Send your thoughts to apa@everanon.org, and provided they aren’t laced with 
orcish profanity (or even if they are), we’ll likely publish them for the 
enlightenment & edification of the entire APA. Please include your name, class, and
level of experience, and be sure to save vs. spell to avoid being drawn in. Halflings 
and gnomes incur a -1 penalty. (Sorry, shorties.)

Abbreviations & Acronyms You Need to Know:

A&E: Alarums & Excursions
APA: Amateur Press Association
BBG: Big Bad Guy/Gal (a major villain)
BTW: By the way
d6: a six-sided die
2d6: two six-sided dice
d4: a caltrop (very dangerous)
E&A: Ever & Anon
Frex: For example
FTF: Face-to-face (aka TTRPG)
FWIW: For what it’s worth
IgTheme: Ignorable theme
IIRC: If I recall correctly
IM(H)O: In my (humble) opinion

LARP: Live Action Role Playing
Nextish: Next issue
(N)PC: (Non-)Player Character
PBEM: Play-by-Email
RAE(BNC): Read and enjoyed (but no comment)
Re: Regarding
RHCT(M): Regarding his/her comment to (me)
RPG: Role-playing game
RYCT(M): Regarding your comment to (me)
RYQT(M): Regarding your question to (me)
TTRPG: Tabletop role-playing game (aka FTF)
WRT: With respect to / With regard to
YMMV: Your mileage may vary
Zine: A writer’s contribution
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Old City – Clark B. Timmins 
I’ve been working on a large adventure site which I’m envisioning as having multiple 

related locations, something like the old canyon in B2 – Keep on the Borderlands. As these 

things go, my plans generally exceed my execution. But we shall see. As commented in 

earlier issues with Michael Cule, it’s often very interesting to have a pre-history of an 

adventuring site to add flavor and complexity. This is my prehistory from something 

like the old fantasy trope of a thousand years ago. 

The Old City Center 
The old city has a population of about 10,000 individuals, primarily human. Most of the 

outlying buildings are comprised of less permanent construction that will not stand the 

test of time. The old city center is constructed of stone and includes political and 

religious structures, as well as associated buildings. 

Numbering 
The map indicates various structures’ general size and shape, along with numbering for 

28 specific sites. The numbering is non-consecutive, but has this meaning: 

• Standard numeral – this is the oldest type of construction made from massive cut 

stones of a chalky color, usually painted with blues and reds, round arches, and 

decorated with bas relief geometric patterns. 

• T numeral – these are middle-period construction made from smaller cut stones 

of a reddish color, with minor painted elements, pointed arches, and sometimes 

decorated with small cut inlays, mosaic tiles, and large colored glass windows. 

• V numeral – these are the latest construction made from red brick, plastered and 

painted inside, high pointed arches, and richly decorated with bright colors, 

metals, and intricate ornamentation. 

Map Color Coding 
• White – the ground level. This consists primarily of packed gravel, well-trodden 

and groomed. 

• Black – Structures made primarily of stone or brick. 
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• Grey – Raised platforms about three feet above ground level. These are made of 

cut stones around the perimeter, filled with crushed stone or cenotaphs, and 

topped with paving stones. 

• Green – Raised platforms about two feet above ground level, covered with 

garden plants. These are made of cut stones around the perimeter, filled with 

loam, and full of plants. Two of the green areas (near building 4) have a symbol 

for a sacred tree. These areas contain more than just grasses – they are rich with 

flowers, bushes, and even smaller trees. 

• Dashed lines represent a tunnel system that runs between buildings 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 

and 8. The tunnels are ten feet wide and about fifteen feet tall with a vaulted 

ceiling. They are lined entirely with cut stone and have a level, stone floor. 

The enumerated buildings have these primary functions. 

1 

 

Primary government building, with public spaces for court proceedings, 

committee meetings, and similar functions. It includes a library. 

2 The old royal palace. 

3 The oracle and fortune-telling operations. 

4 The old state temple. 

5 Prison and guards. 

8 Large kitchen area, stores, and private armory. 

9 Semi-private armory. 

14 

 

Primary government office building, with offices, document storage, and 

similar functions. It is mostly semi-private in nature. 

16 Arsenal. 

18 Diplomatic housing. 

20 Bathing and social meeting area. 

27 Crematoria and housing for death priests. 

30 Royal housing. 

32 Money vault. 

35 Royal housing. 

37 Diplomatic housing. 

38 Kitchen and food preparation area. 

47 Housing for the oracle’s scribes and functionaries. 

T1 Housing for priests. 

T2 Housing for guards. 

T3 Royal bakery. 

T4 Housing for visiting dignitaries. 
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T5 Stables, animal pens, blacksmiths, and associated functions. 

T6 Goods and food storage. 

T8 Guard housing. 

V1 New royal palace. 

V2 New state temple. 

V3 Guard housing. 

 

Religion 
The state religion is based on two supreme deities, Alm and Elm. They are depicted as 

abstract humanoids with heads devoid of features. The two deities are considered a 

single homoousios, with two eternal hypostases—one male and one female. Neither is 

considered superior but each has separate spheres of influence. 

Alm represents the female, creative powers and is depicted as a female humanoid. Her 

statue is painted gold on the left and purple on the right. She points to the sky with her 

right hand and to the earth with her left hand. 

Elm represents the male, destructive powers and is depicted as a male humanoid. His 

statue is painted gold on the right and purple on the left. He points to the sky with his 

right hand and to the earth with his left hand. 

The Dead and Burial 
Deceased persons (and sometimes animals) are taken to the death priests (an 

“untouchable” class). Bodies are placed into a tight fetal position and secured with 

cords. The mouth is secured closed with cord. Bodies are then pierced several times 

with a death spetum to prevent bloating from gasses and then placed into the 

crematorium on their backs, with the head turned toward the rising sun. On periodic 

cremation days (religiously determined by augury, about 7-10 days apart) all the 

corpses are cremated at once using magical fire, cut wood, and coal. These cremations 

are attended by friends and families of the deceased, who throw offerings (usually 

grains and fragrances) into the crematoria before it is set aflame. The fire burns for 

several hours. The bodies’ state of cremation differs, which is considered normal. The 

incompletely cremated remains are later extracted by the death priests, disjointed and 

partially crushed as minimally as necessary, and placed into funerary urns. The urns are 

stone or ceramic containers about six inches in diameter and two feet in length. 
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Wealthier decedents receive larger, heavy stone urns decorated with all manner of 

carvings and paints. Poorer decedents receive smaller ceramic urns. For the poorest 

classes, multiple decedents may be placed into a single familial urn. The urn may also 

include gifts for the afterlife (usually grains and baked clay tokens that are a type of 

symbolic funerary money). Royal, noble, priestly, and elite decedents have their stone 

urns interred somewhere in the ancient city center in one of the raised platforms. The 

paving stone covering the urn is inscribed with names, dates, and epitaphs and then 

replaced (royal and priestly paving stones occasionally are made of rare or distinctive 

materials). The more significant a decedent is, the closer their urn will be located near 

the sacred trees where the platforms are, essentially, columbaria. 
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No-one Ever Knows or Loves Another 
I was back to work after a fortnight’s stress leave, and 
everyone has been supportive. In particular, my team 
lead is checking in regularly and monitoring my 
workload with a view to avoiding any recurrence of the 
earlier stress. I also attended an occupational therapist 
as recommended by our People and Culture department 
(HR before the renaming). The therapist was good and at 
least somewhat helpful. I have to see if I can make 
changes to my sleep hygiene and working habits to 
improve things. 

I did sleep better during my time off, but I’m not 
sleeping particularly well overall and have had a couple 
of really rough nights. 

I will be travelling up to Dublin for my mother’s 80th 
birthday celebrations at the end of the month and I’m 
looking forward to that. In some ways I regret settling in 
Cork as it’s made it more difficult to see family regularly, 
but on the other hand, the housing and transport 
situation in Dublin would probably be horribly stressful. 
I feel extremely lucky to live a 10-15 minute walk from 
work in Cork. 

IgTheme: Media  
What media (novels, film, anime, etc.) have inspired you 
vis-à-vis RPGs? 

I soak up media influences all the time. Sometimes I 
draw on a setting in a book for inspiration, as I did with 
my Wizard Worlds campaign back in 2008, which used 
Diana Wynne Jones’s many worlds concept for a chain of 
worlds strung like pearls on a string that the PCs 
adventured through. Other times I’m inspired directly by 
a piece of media, and run a game close to the original 
material. The example I have in mind is The Archive 
campaign, which drew directly from the TV show 
Warehouse 13, and had the PCs as cataloguers and agents 
collecting weird and wonderful objects for their archive 

very much as the agents of the Warehouse did in the 
show . 1

Obviously, some games are in their design and 
presentation inspired by particular media. Greg 
Stafford’s Pendragon is a perfect example, drawing 
heavily as it does Le Morte d’Arthur by Thomas Malory 
and other sources. 

In general however my longer running campaigns draw 
inspiration here and there from other media without a 
wholesale borrowing or mimicry. The Tudor Talents 
game of super-spies in the Elizabethan court, or Magical 
Monkey Mischief game of Chinese immortals in the vein 
of “The Journey to the West” were inspired by rather 
than copies of the media I drew on.  

Mutterings 
The staff gaming club had a Halloween-themed evening 
session recently attended by 9 players. I got to play Fiesta 
de los Muertos, an entertaining word game cross between 
Just One and the folk game, Telephone. Much confusion 
for all concerned.  

After that, the group split into two to play Sub Terra (very 
on theme) and Knarr (vikings can be scary, apparently). 
My viking trading engine was weak, I’m afraid and I 
came last by some margin.  

Still, a fun evening for everyone I think. 

A Mausritter Campaign 

This is the continuing write-up of the Mausritter 
campaign  started in July 2024. A band of brave mice 2

work to defend their home, explore their world and 
become the heroes of Oak Home, their mouse town at 
the centre of the map. 

The characters are: 

2 https://mausritter.com 

1 John Lennon’s mummified penis never featured in the show, 
however, unlike The Archive. 
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Sky, a sparrow-rider with an aerial mount, Miss Clutterbuck, 
played by Sam. 

Can-can, an ex-dancer and tin miner, played by Marie. 

Gwedolene, an ale-brewer, sometimes accompanied by 
Vicent, a drunken porter-mouse, played by Kate. 

Odette Snow, a foreign mouse and dam builder, played by 
Alai MacErc. 

Ambrose, a scrawny wireworker, singed with electrical 
burns, played by Peter. 

The two moon-carp fish in the pool approved of the 
mice and their proper respect for the Temple of the 
Moon and filled in some of the history of the place. “All 
was peaceful before Winter Ash. No mushrooms, no 
spores, and the woodfolk would come and give offerings 
to the Moon Goddess,” said Wax. 

“Tasty offerings,” added Wane. 

“But then something in the water changed, and the 
mushrooms grew. The old priestess was driven off by 
Winter Ash,” said Wax. 

“Or slain,” suggested Wane. 

The two fell silent, pondering the fate of the missing 
priestess.  

The mice left the Temple of the Moon, and climbed out 
of the pool chamber to wash their faces and breathe 
clean air, before huddling down to talk about what 
they’d learned. 

They spoke again to Boulder Face. “Of course I 
remember the old priestess. Miranda was a good sort, 
for an owl, and ran the Temple well. She left not long 
after the water changed, and the waterfall grew. 
You-know-who was only too pleased to give her the old 
heave-ho. 

“I remember some of the rabbit-folk who visited saying 
there’d been a disturbance upstream of the waterfall. 
Some mannish work and a new wooden building had 
sprung up and a dam of sorts.” 

While the other mice were talking, CanCan decided to 
apply some brute force and ignorance to the problem 
and descended back into the pool chamber to hack at 
one of the mushrooms with her pickaxe. This released 
copious amounts of spores and drove the mouse miner 
back to the surface, coughing and weeping. 

Sky elected to stay with CanCan and help her recover as 
the other three, Gwen, Ambrose, and Odette, set out up 
the cliff past the waterfall to search for this strange 
building and dam. Sky briefly provided directions from 

the air after a sortie on Mrs. Clutterbuck revealed a pool 
and a clearing with a construction some ways upstream 
from the waterfall. 

They arrived at last at a clearing in the woods, with a 
large, still pool feeding the stream to the waterfall. A 
sweet smell filled the air, and by a cluster of sunflowers 
stood a rickety, wooden shack. The drowsy buzzing of 
bees was to be heard . 3

The pool was obviously artificial, perfectly circular in 
shape with a battered sluice-gate where the stream let 
in. The group approached the shack cautiously and 
paused to watch a sluggish bee emerge from a dislodged 
roof shingle to fly erratically to the tallest sunflower. 
This flower was a glossy black of petal and seed, and 
stood noticeably higher than its companions. 

As they drew closer they heard a noise from a nearby 
fallen log as a badger shuffled its way out of the rotten 
trunk. “New mice, eh?” called the badger, looming like a 
juggernaut over the mice. “I’m Stig.” 

Tentatively the mice introduced themselves and asked 
about the bees and sunflowers. Gwen’s offer of beer 
loosened the badger’s tongue. 

“Plenty of honey round here, true enough,” said Stig, 
“but I’d avoid it if I were you. Them bees and the other 
mice are worse off for it, mark my words.” 

Gwen spied another mouse peeking through a gap in the 
planks of the shack, watching them. As she waved for its 
attention the mouse returned a rude gesture and 
disappeared into the dark of the building. 

“Never mind them mice. Queen Esmerelda is the one to 
talk to,” said Stig. “Queen and priest of the Sweet Cult.” 

The beer rapidly consumed, and concerned by the talk of 
cults and strange honey-addled mice, our mousey 
heroes retreated to examine the sluice on the pool up 
close.  

Much hydrological discussion followed, none of it 
prepared for in advance by the GM . Can they alter the 4

stream? Will that kill the mushrooms? Will that harm 
Wax and Wane? Could Winter Ash change the fish into 
some form more portable? Or would blocking the outlet 
of the moon pool fill the chamber and drown the 
mushrooms? 

4 Don’t introduce a dam above a waterfall. It doesn’t make sense and 
‘a wizard did it’ doesn’t work well outside of D&D. 

3 I took the location from a mini-adventure for Mausritter called 
“Honey in the Rafters” by Isaac Williams, available at 
https://losing-games.itch.io/mausritter-honey-in-the-rafters. 
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Eventually the three mice returned to the waterfall and 
caught up with Sky and CanCan. The coughing mouse 
was feeling better but agreed that chopping down the 
mushrooms was a non-starter. As it was growing dark, 
they dug a temporary burrow to spend the night in. 
None was keen to sleep in the room with the owl 
feathers and bones. Boulder Face and CanCan stayed up 
to keep watch. 

In the middle of the night an owl came. On silent wings 
Prospero came down from the moonlit sky to land by 
the top of the waterfall. In a moment Winter Ash was 
there.  

CanCan was terrified, but stirred the others.  

“We are literally as quiet as mice,” Ambrose remarked.  

The conversation between the owl wizard and the 
winter witch was drowned by the sound of the waterfall. 
Simon Frog, Winter Ash’s frog assistant, emerged from 
the owl feather room and drew near. “She’s bartering 
frogs again,” he whispered. “The owl wizard has his uses 
for them, and she loves his gossip.” 

He paused. “He’s also keen on mice.” 

The brave mice tucked themselves deeper in their 
burrow. Sky and Gwen whispered to the Moon Goddess 
to aid them, and prayed before they fitfully slept. 

Both mice dreamed of a second moon pool, surrounded 
by shrouded figures. In their dream a frog entered the 
inky water and emerged as a man. The man confronted 
the winter witch and slew her with a moon-bright 
sword. 

On waking, Prospero the owl was gone. Simon Frog 
dozed nearby, leaning against Boulder Face. Sky woke 
him gently and asked about a second moon pool.  

“The true moon pool lies above Winter Ash’s quarters,” 
replied the frog. “She avoids it, as the guardians view her 
presence as trespass.” 

Philbert the changed man-frog overheard Sky’s 
description of the dream and pipes up. “That sounds like 
that’s the pool for me! Let’s go find it.” 

Simon Frog hesitated. “Winter Ash will need new 
victims to replace the frogs she traded to Prospero. Do 
not draw her attention to yourselves or you’ll end up like 
this foolish Philbert.” 

“I was more unlucky than foolish,” complains Philbert. 
“Shut up, Philbert,” chorus the mice. 

The mice waited and observed. Gwen returned to the 
pool with Wax and Wane to ask them if they were happy 

where they were, or if they wished to leave the pool. 
Both admit that while happy in the pool, the great wide 
rivers outside called to them. 

CanCan fetched Gwen back. Ambrose and Odette 
watched Winter Ash leave her home and head into the 
forest. Now was their chance to get Philbert to the pool.  

They sneaked up the steps from the owl feather room to 
Winter Ash’s chamber.  

A long room lay before them. Along one side, several 
dark alcoves let onto the wide, stone-flagged floor. Near 
the stairs stood something rectangular, draped in a 
black silk cloth. A large four-poster bed with heavy 
fabric drapery stood at the far end of the room, across 
from another stairway, leading up.  

“That must be the stairs to the second pool,” cried 
Philbert as he rushed into the room.  

“No!” cried the mice, but too late. Four shiny black 
beetles each larger than a mouse, charged on skittering 
legs from the alcoves into the room and towards 
Philbert. 

A scene of general chaos followed as the mice dodged 
and ran about, trying to get the foolhardy Philbert to 
safety. Sky threw one of her precious syrup-covered 
acorns to distract a beetle, who fell greedily to 
consuming the treat. Odette and Ambrose used one of 
Ambrose’s wires as a noose and trapped two more of the 
beetles as CanCan waded in, pick-axe swinging, to strike 
another beetle dead. In short order the insect guards 
were dealt with.  
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The mice tried to slow Philbert and his mad dash to the 
stairs at the end of the room, warning of traps and who 
knows what might be waiting but the impatient 
man-frog would not be delayed and mounted the stairs. 
The other prudently avoided Winter Ash’s covered 
mirror and gingerly followed the frog up the stairs. 

They stepped into a large oval chamber with an 
ink-black pool of water filling over half the floor area in 
the middle of the space. Lined up along one side were 
four statues. Figures of the moon goddess in phases of 
full, half, waning and new. Philbert hopped without a 
pause from the stairs straight into the pool and 
submerged. 

A rushing of frosty air and a spray of snowflakes 
heralded the arrival of Winter Ash, gloriously furious. 
She grew to a great height and towered over the mice, 
who scattered in various directions. Sky, Ambrose and 
CanCan drew their weapons and prayed to the moon 
goddess for aid. Gwen ran and hid up the skirts of one of 
the statues. Odette scanned the pool, hoping for any sign 
of Philbert. 

With bravery, Sky stabbed the faery witch in her foot 
with her fishhook, which so surprised the witch that she 
shrank to half her inflated height. Still towering over the 
mice she advanced just as a man emerged from the 
moon pool, a glistening white sword in his hand.  

With a stroke of the blade, the witch was vanquished and 
disappeared from the place. Philbert waved and said 
something incomprehensible to the mice before trotting 
down the stairs and away. 

In the aftermath, Gwen found a spell tablet hidden under 
the sculpture’s skirts and was very pleased with herself, 
while Simon Mouse brought the 3 surviving beetles up 
the stairs to bathe in the pool. This returned them to 
their natural forms: a mouse, a vole and one was just a 
beetle to begin with. 

Weary but happy to be alive, the mice gathered their 
belongings and made for home. 

Kriegsmesser - Landau Before the War 
Back in 2022 I ran a campaign of Kriegsmesser  , a game 5

by Gregor Vuga, a love-letter to Warhammer Fantasy 
Roleplay by way of the Forged in the Dark mechanics 
and character generation from Troika. It’s was an entry 
in #zinequest2021 and comes as a neat A5 pamphlet 
about 32 pages in length, beautifully illustrated with 

5 https://www.drivethrurpg.com/en/product/357104/kriegsmesser 
and https://gregor-vuga.itch.io/kriegsmesser 

 

images taken from 16th Century woodcuts. I set the 
game in the German city of Landau in the summer of 
1617 not long before the outbreak of the Thirty Years 
War. The characters were:  

Jaroslav Furtwängler, starving artist with an ear for 
gossip (Alex) 

Franzis Corbolini, Irish mercenary soldier masquerading 
as a man (Kate) 

Alfonzo Meemo, pragmatic graverobber (Marie)  

Lazaro Alamano, carriage driver and would-be duelist 
(Pete) 

Udo von Liechtenstein, initiate and scholar also 
masquerading as a man (Sam) 

Session 5 (2022-11-03) 
The five redoubtables reconvene near the salary wagon, 
next to the site where Miglioresi and Weimer are 
carrying out their measurements. Jaroslav spies a scrap 
of paper the two men repeatedly refer to and moves 
closer to get a better look. He realises that they have a 
diagram of the fortifications of Landau, with 
accompanying geometric figures, mostly likely artillery 
calculations. Are the two men in fact spies, and not the 
fops they first appeared to be? 

Weimer notices Jaroslav's interest and grows suspicious.  
The two men confer and then pack up their bags, 
instructing Lazaro to take them in his carriage to a new 
location. As they pack, Lazaro warns Jaroslav that 
Weimer was showing an unhealthy interest in the artist. 

As the carriage leaves, the rest of the group decide to 
retire to the Golden Cock for the evening, and head back 
into Landau before sunset. 

Later, several drinks in, Alfonzo notices a guttersnipe he 
knows from his dealings with the underworld of Landau 
talking with two burly gentlemen at the tavern door. 
Some money changes hands and the beggar points out 
the table the four fellows are drinking at. The two bravos 
make their way through the crowd towards them. 

Discovering a previously unmentioned talent, Udo 
disappears into the background, and moves away from 
the table as Alfonzo and Franzis surreptitiously check 
their weapons in case a fight breaks out. 

The two men introduce themselves as agents of a 
nobleman, Neimer, who is looking for an artist or 
architect to take up work and replace the previous 
architect. Their master has plans that need translating 
for the builders and workmen, and he heard that Jaroslav 
works cheap. Jaroslav gets the address near a bridge in 
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the west of the city, and a time for an appointment. The 
second, silent man seems anxious and a little confused 
by the exchange between the other man and Jaroslav. 

The men leave and the others continue drinking. Udo 
finds himself at the table of Nicolaus Metzner, a surgeon 
and biblical scholar. The two are rapt in conversation for 
the better part of the evening. discussing Revelations, 
resurrection and eggs and Jesus. Or is exegesis? Udo is 
fascinated by the offer of access to Metzner's extensive 
library and promises to look him up. 

As the night draws to a close, the innkeeper, Kellar, turfs 
the remaining clientele into the street. Jaroslav and Udo, 
well oiled, head off together towards their lodgings in 
the poorer part of town. Franzis and Alfonzo make their 
own ways home; the soldier to a boarding house, the 
gravedigger to his room above the family business. 

While the moon is near full, the shadows are dark and 
deep as Udo and Jaroslav pick their way home through 
the dung strewn streets. The artist notices the sound of 
two sets of heavy boots following them, and assumes 
the worst. 

He is not wrong. They duck down a inky-black alleyway 
as the two men from the inn appear at the end of the 
street. "Come on, Friar Udo!" calls the artist. "Friar? 
Friar! I've never been so insulted..." 

Udo and Jaroslav find themselves trapped in a dead end, 
and hear the two men decide to split up to check down 
the side alleys. The divine and the artist hide themselves 
in the pitch black shadows as one man feels his way in 
the dark past them. Jaroslav strikes him with a length of 
wood he grabbed from the floor of the alleyway, but gets 
a nasty blow to his shin for his trouble. The man falls 
back and Udo, with a prayer, sacrifices his fine bottle of 
beer to crack his skull  as the man stumbles. 6

They quickly leave, pleased to hear the second man on 
the losing end of an argument with a woman with a 
broom and an attitude. 

Meanwhile, Franzis speaks to his landlady at the 
lodgings who tells him that he just missed a man who 
left him a note. Franzis reads the letter from Corporal 
Falsbender, his old campaign mate from the salary 
wagon at the fortifications, which warns him of a new 
Imperial campaign in the coming summer that will 
threaten Landau and many other towns of the Pfalz. 
Franzis is confused that a lowly corporal should be privy 
to such plans. Perhaps Falsbender is more than he 
seems? 

6 I gave up counting head traumas at about this point. This campaign 
was worse than Raymond Chandler for beatings. 

At that time, Udo and Jaroslav stumble their way 
through the night to Franzis's dwelling, seeking a strong 
soldier to protect them should the villains give chase. 
They stumble literally however across the corpse of 
Corporal Falsbender, stabbed twice in the back and 
stuffed in a doorway near Franzis's boarding house. 

Udo stays with the body and gives Last Rites as Jaroslav 
looks up Franzis and tells him the sorry news. In the 
lining of the man's military coat, Franzis finds a slim 
case with a variety of military orders, aimed at a rank far 
higher than Corporal, and a small purse of coin. The 
man was clearly not killed for his money. 

"Let's move the body." someone suggests. So many good 
plans start with such an utterance. They carry the body 
into the boarding house as Franzis goes to wake up 
Alfonzo the gravedigger. He'll know what to do with an 
extra corpse. 

Session 6 (2022-11-17) 
In Franzis’s boarding house, they find a list of names in 
the papers uncovered on Corporal Falsbender’s body, 
listing the odd fops, Miglioresi and Weimer and the 
artillerist van der Gulvert.  

Alfonzo examines the knife wounds on the body and 
declares both would have been fatal alone. The angle of 
entry suggests to him someone shorter than the 
corporal. The others discuss whether they should bury 
the body or hand him over to Captain Sforbeck of the 
Watch. 

Deciding to dump the body outside the city graveyard is 
the best approach, they load poor Corporal Falsbender’s 
corpse onto Alfonzo’s cart and move stealthily across the 
city in the shadows. Udo and Jaroslav spend a good 
portion of the night at Alfonzo’s kitchen table, copying 
and deciphering the encoded orders before returning 
them to Falsbender’s hidden pocket.  

The orders copied, Alfonzo leaves the body, with the 
orders restored, propped up by the graveyard gate to be 
‘found’ in the morning.  

The others get some sleep in Alfonzo’s house near the 
graveyard.  

“The candle is snuffed out by a breeze!” 

“Sorry, it’s my nerves.” 

In the small hours as Jaroslav gets up from the table to 
get some well-deserved sleep, he spies a cloaked figure 
by the graveyard gate, rifling through the pockets of the 
corpse. Before he can act, the figure finds what they are 
looking for and vanishes into the night. 
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Shortly after dawn, Alfonzo goes out and ‘discovers’ the 
body. He pays an urchin to summon the Watch, and 
before long Captain Sforbeck arrives to question the 
gravedigger. The rest of the crew keep their heads down 
and remain out of sight. Sforbeck is suspicious of the 
gravedigger's serendipitous discovery of the body, but 
allows that the knife wounds must have been dealt by 
someone shorter than Alfonzo. “Only enough in his 
pockets to pay for a burial,” the gravedigger offers, but 
the captain notices the slit lining of the corporal’s 
greatcoat and grows more suspicious. Finally, the 
captain leaves, warning Alfonzo to keep him up to date 
should any further information about the dead man 
come to light. 

Jaroslav then heads out and about the town on the trail 
of gossip, looking for clues about the dead man and his 
dealings. He discovers that Miglioresi and Klepper were 
involved in the trade of gunpowder to the burghers of 
Landau for the supply of the fort.  

Franzis and Lazaro stroll out in search of the murderer, 
starting with the inn closest to the city gates on the 
assumption that soldiers from the fortifications 
wouldn’t walk past the first tavern they saw on the way 
into the city. They are correct and find some colleagues 
of Falsbender, who describe a small, pinch-faced woman 
in black Falsbender was seen drinking with on several 
occasions. They often met on a nearby public well on a 
platz by a meat-on-a-stick seller.  

At the meat seller’s stall, they ask a few questions 
without much success. Franzis feels the hairs on the 
back of his neck rise and spies a woman watching them 
from across the plaza. As he makes his way towards her, 
she turns and hurries away down a busy street. Lazaro 
speeds up to try to work his way around to the other end 
of the street as Franzis bulls his way through the crowd 
but when they reach each other, there is no sign of the 
woman. They adjourn to a tavern on the street and ask 
the taverner some questions about Falsbender as they 
drink.  

The corporal was here in the tavern, says the innkeeper. 
Yes, and with a woman matching their description. 
“Dutch, I think she was. Urzula was her name, if I 
remember right.” “They sat just there, and argued for 
some time,” he says, “only yesterday.” 

Back at the graveyard, Alfonzo finished preparing the 
body and was interring Falsbender in a pauper’s grave 
when Udo, in Alfonzo’s kitchen, hears someone trying 
the front door. Udo gathers his papers and scarpers out 
the window as a woman in black, knife drawn, forces her 
way into the house. Alfonzo raises his spade and calls 
out, and the woman stops in the doorway, staring 
daggers at him before retreating.  

Udo and Alfonzo meet in the graveyard, and check the 
house. Nothing taken, but they stoutly bar the door until 
the others return. 

Together Jaroslav and Udo decide that the missing 
woodblock and the encoded plans refer to some sort of 
esoteric geometry built into the plans for the 
fortifications, based around the location of Gaius, Son of 
Gaius’s tomb. The Fama Fraternitas Rosae Crucis or Die 
Bruderschaft des Ordens der Rosenkreuzer are behind it. 
Bloody conspiracy! 

The crew decide it is time to talk to Mister van der 
Gulvert, the artillerist.  

Session 7 (2022-11-24) 
Alfonzo’s urchins return with information about 
Urzula’s whereabouts. She’s staying at a boarding house 
in the north of Landau. The crew decide to case her 
accommodation, stopping first for pies in case it’s their 
last meal. 

In the event they need not have worried. The boarding 
house is on Sausage Street and a fine sausage seller has 
a stall across the street from the lodgings. Franzis 
excuses himself and clambers up onto the roof of a 
house on the street where he is afforded a fine view of 
comings and goings, as well as line of sight for his 
musket. 

Udo, Jaroslav and Lazaro sample the sausages, while 
Alfonzo speaks to the landlady of Urzula’s lodgings in 
her kitchen. She is a friendly woman, though worried 
about rumours of impending war. Alfonzo feeds her a 
story about Corporal Falsbender’s parents visiting 
Landau to retrieve their poor, dead son, and needing a 
place to stay for a few days. As she talks, the landlady 
tells the gravedigger about Urzula, the quiet Dutch 
woman with the fancy visitors. “Silk pantaloons, no 
less,” she says, which puts Alfonzo in mind of Miglioresi 
and Weimer, the two fops from the fortifications. 

Outside, Jaroslav finishes his sausage and ambles off to 
revisit the fortifications with a mind to investigating the 
esoteric geometry described in the coded notes he and 
Udo worked on overnight, before dropping in on Jan van 
der Gulvert, the artillerist, to see what he knows about 
the plans. 

From his vantage point on the roof opposite, Franzis 
spots Urzula with a large man in tow, as she enters 
Sausage Street. She spots Udo and Lazaro by the sausage 
cart and slips down a side alley round the back of the 
boarding house, followed by her large companion. 
Franzis descends from the roof and nips around the 
boarding house by another lane, gesturing to Lazaro to 
follow Urzula and the thug, hoping to catch their prey in 
the middle by the back of the lodgings. 

As Franzis tries to make himself inconspicuous, Lazaro 
munches on a sausage and watches the back door of the 
boarding house. There is no sign of Urzula, but the large 
thug loiters by the door, and gives Lazaro a stern look of 
‘walk on, pal’ when he catches the carriage driver 
watching him. 
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In front of the house, Udo and Alfonzo notice a twitching 
curtain on the upper storey, and decide to move on. 
Urzula gives chase, calling her thug to catch up. She 
emerges from the front of the house and he brushes past 
Franzis without comment to pursue. Franzis and Lazaro 
in turn give chase. 

At the front of the procession are Udo and Alfonzo. Udo 
pretends to read from his book, a small mirror on the 
page reveals his actual interest: the duo of Urzula and 
thug hurrying along to catch up with the initiate and 
gravedigger. Some distance behind them follow Lazaro 
and Franzis. 

Udo and Alfonzo duck down a side street and Urzula 
follows, stationing her thug companion at the junction 
to keep anyone from following. Franzis strolls past with 
a soldierly marching step, but Lazaro slows to engage 
the thug. “Don’t I know you from somewhere?” 

The thug threatens Lazaro and shoves the carriage 
driver down in the mud, not noticing that Franzis slips 
behind him into the lane. Urzula is already threatening 
Udo to hand over his book, a vicious knife in her hand. 
Franzis calls out to draw her attention and Alfonzo 
clocks her across the back of her head with his pry bar. 
She falls like a corpse. 

The thug spins to intervene but meets a yard of good 
Spanish steel, casually proffered in Franzis’s hand. The 
thug back-pedals rapidly, meets Lazaro’s outstretched 
boot and goes down in the mud. Lazaro, rising from the 
mud of the street, grabs the thug’s sap and smiles at his 
fallen foe and bids him a good day. 
Alfonzo already has Urzula in a sack and the crew hurry 
away to rendezvous at the gravedigger’s home by the 
graveyard. Udo goes to summon Sforbeck. 

A Solo Traveller-adjacent Game 
For the purposes of a solo game I’m running I use a very 
simple mechanic. Almost all rolls are a yes/no question, 
resolved by rolling d100 against the current difficulty. 
Initial difficulty is 50 and each roll replaces the old value 
with the current roll. If I judge the likelihood particularly 
high or particularly low I allow myself to double or halve 
the current target number  If the result is far from the 7

target, above or below, I will sometimes interpret it as an 
extreme yes or no.. 

If I roll doubles (e.g. 11, 22, etc.) something unexpected 
happens. I create an event that feels appropriate or I roll 
randomly. 

I roll on whatever random tables appeal to me for events, 
names, and other descriptors. 

The setting is a Traveller inspired galaxy following the 
adventures and misadventures of the crew of a free 
trader on a barely profitable backwater chain of worlds.  

7 Some readers may recognise the kernel of Kismet, another solo RPG 
by Cezar Capacle. https://capacle.itch.io/kismet  

Samovska 
We start on a colony world called Samovska. Toxic 
contaminants in the atmosphere and no biosphere 
beyond hardy microbes make the planetary surface a 
write-off. Atmospheric balloon harvesters cruise in the 
cloud layers collecting valuable gases and 
photochemical  compounds. In orbit there is a small 
station. It is there we first meet the crew.  

Philip Ding is the merchant captain of the merchant 
vessel Trip Hazard. Tall and thin, he has a perpetual 
wince when he hears the ship’s maintenance bill. Bel 
Djabir is his navigator. Short and mostly jolly, he loves to 
pester Sahah Bouri, the ship’s engineer. Bouri is always 
tinkering with the ship’s systems, sometimes they even 
stay working. 

Philip Ding is out pacing the corridors of the docking 
ring, looking for some speculative cargo to round out his 
current manifest of plastic feedstock harvested from 
Samovska’s various organic compounds. Ding grows 
tired of the meagre pickings and is about to accept a 
less-profitable run when he is approached by some 
members of a small local church.  

Question: Are they legit? Roll 32, yep, the job is legit, as far as 
it goes. New target = 32. 

The community of The Brethren of Harinder Bose are 
not well liked on Samovska and are looking for an 
outsider to ship supplies to a monastery located two 
systems down the chain. 

Question: Is the church favored in the local area? Roll 96, 
highly disfavoured, I’d say. Target stays the same. This is not 
a protagonist’s roll, but a setting detail randomly 
determined. 

[Aside: Does the score change with every roll or only with 
active choices by the protagonist? I decide that I’ll roll only 
when the protagonist makes an active roll, like perception to 
see if the contacts were legit.] 

Given the difficulty the Brethren have with the 
Samovska authorities, their offer is generous. Ding 
needs the cash and accepts the mission of a supply run 
to Dragon’s Nest Monastery on the planet Wills.  

Still thinking of the payroll, Ding continues to ask 
around for cargos for the first leg of the journey, hoping 
both to cover expenses and make the cargo from the 
Brethren stand out less, in case the church members 
were downplaying the seriousness of their ‘problems’ 
with the local authorities.  

Question: Does Capt. Ding’s attempts at misdirection avoid 
the attention of the authorities? Roll 33. A miss by one, and 

7 Twisting the Rope #6 

https://capacle.itch.io/kismet


doubles! With such a close roll I rule that he doesn’t drag the 
authorities in while he’s liaising with the Brethren, but does 
attract the attention of another grey marketeer on station. 
New target = 33. 

Ding runs across Oona Furst, a go-between for 
merchants and grey economy trade. She needs passage 
to Uman, the next planet and helpfully on the route to 
Wills.  

[Aside: I decide that Oona’s own experience of dodgy deals 
alerts her to something fishy about the Brethren’s cargo and 
her curiosity will push her to stick her nose in.] 

Random Event: an oracle  provides Steal, Religion, Trap, 8

which could hardly be more apt. Something about or in the 
Brethren’s shipment is a trap. I decide that Oona’s nosing 
about the cargo bay means that she pockets the trap and 
hides it in her cabin. It looks like a relic but is also an ancient 
weapon. 

Ding pokes around the handlers’ offices some more and 
eventually turns up a second cargo of feedstock, slightly 
different from the last.  

Question: Does he get a good deal on the cargo: Roll 57, Not 
very. He’ll have to sell high to cover the cost. New target = 57. 

With the cargo stowed and the passenger shooed to their 
cabin, Ding and crew complete the pre-flight checks and 
prepare to depart. 

Leaving the station they deorbit and choose a vector to a 
suitable jump point while Djabir works the astrogation 
calculations. At the jump point, Sahah gives the okay to 
power up the jump engines and the ship’s running lights 
dim as is tradition.  

Question: Is it a smooth jump? Roll 98. No, that’s way off. I 
rule a mis-jump (mostly for giggles) and the crew are 
alarmed by the unusual tone of the drive as the normal 
universe disappears. The week in jump space is one of 
nerves and recriminations. New target = 98. 

Lost in space 
Bel and Sahah argue bitterly over who is to blame for the 
mis-jump, each one blaming the other for bad 
astrogation or a poorly maintained jump drive. Captain 
Ding, at the end of his tether, forbids further discussion 
of the mis-jump to restore order. 

The Trip Hazard emerges in an uncharted system off the 
main. The crew get to the business of scanning the stars 
and the system for a hint of where they’ve ended up. 
How far have they strayed from the well-travelled star 

8 Here I was using the Game Master’s Apprentice deck of 
randomizers from Nathan Rockwood of Larcenous Designs. 

lanes they know? Bel Djabir gets to work with the 
sensors while Sahah knuckles down to tend to the 
damaged jump drive, which was stressed by the 
mis-jump.  

Question: Is there any other damage from the mis-jump: Roll 
51. Yes, the forward sensor array is degraded. New target = 
51. 

The damaged sensors slow Bel Djabir’s efforts and 
tempers begin to fray once more, but surprisingly, Oona 
Furst chips in with some electrical engineering 
experience to help with repairs. 

About 24 hours later the initial scans form a picture of 
the system. A low-mass M type star with about 10 
planetary bodies. They all breathe a sigh of relief when 
one of the planets is identified as a hot Jovian , orbiting 9

close to the primary. That world will serve as a source of 
hydrogen to refuel, if they can handle the atmospheric 
dive to fill their tanks. Ding eyes the proximity to the 
baleful red star and worries about flares. 

Question: Is there anything else of interest in the system? 
Roll 13, Yes. Target stays the same. This is not a protagonist’s 
roll, but a setting detail randomly determined. 

Djabir’s scans also reveal a super-earth waterworld 
under a crust of ice. This could be another source of 
hydrogen if the atmospheric scoop proves a non-starter. 
The surface gravity of the iceball is close to 2g standard, 
however, which would make conditions on the surface 
very difficult outside the grav-plates of the ship. 

After discussion the crew opt for the atmospheric scoop 
approach, and Ding sets the gas giant as their new 
destination. A couple of days travel at the acceleration 
their manoeuvre drives can sustain, as their jump point 
exit point was annoyingly out of the plane of the ecliptic 
and remote. 

Question: Does anything else happen during the trip to the 
gas giant: Roll = 08. Yes. A fight breaks out between Djabir 
and Bouri. Is it serious: Roll = 92. No. New target = 92. 

Bel and Sahah continue to needle one another during 
the trip towards the gas giant. Tempers finally boil over 
in a fight over who had the last of the chocolate from the 
stores. But after an initial roaring argument the two 
realise they’re overreacting and apologise, and reaffirm 
their friendship. Oona smiles, thinking of the chocolate 
stashed in her cabin. 

9 I rolled a d8 for the stellar type, 1 = O, B, A, 2 = K, 3  = G, 4-5 = F, 6-8 
= M. I rolled a d12 for the number of planets, and chose to have a gas 
giant. Without it the story would have ended rather abruptly. 
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After just over 48 hours under acceleration, the Trip 
Hazard assumes an orbit over Pterry. Sahah christened 
the gas giant, ‘for luck’, after an ancient Earth sage. Ding 
keeps any qualms to himself, but wonders if invoking 
the memory of a man known for comic irony is 
appropriate. 

Pterry’s upper atmosphere is swollen with the heat from 
the nearby M-type dwarf, and churns with storms. 
Trying for optimism, Ding says, “the expanded 
atmosphere may benefit us. We don’t have to descend 
into the gravity as deep as I thought.” 

The crew begin preparations for the first atmo-dive for 
hydrogen. Sahal teases Ding. “Good thing I insisted we 
upgrade the scoops last month, eh?”  

“A good investment,” Ding admits, “ but let’s wait and 
see if they were worth the credits.” 

Question: Is the first dive successful? Roll = 89. Yes, just. The 
new target is 89. 

The hull shudders from the turbulence as Ding wrestles 
the ship through the roiling murk. Everyone on board 
feels the grav plates struggle to compensate as they dive 
through the atmosphere. The groans of the hull as the 
ship is buffeted by the gas illicit nervous words of 
reassurance. “She’ll hold,” Ding says. “She’ll hold.” 

The first pass complete, the ship climbs out of the grip of 
Pterry and resumes a safer orbit. All aboard breathe a 
sigh of relief, but Sahah in engineering reports they’ll 
need at least a second pass to fill the tanks. “We need to 
dive again. Deeper this time if we can risk it. If we don’t I 
reckon we’ll need a third run.” 
Ding asks for opinions. Two more passes at a similar 
depth or a riskier single pass deeper in the grip of the 
turbulent gas giant? All but Sahah favour the single pass. 
He complains. “The ship will hold up to the storms, 
sure,” he says hopefully, “but I’m the poor devil who has 
to fix all the leaks if the hull plating springs loose.” 

Question: Does the second pass go okay? Roll = 42. Yes, and 
well below the target of 89, so I’m happy to rule the scooping 
run as uneventful. New target = 42. 

The hull creaks and complains almost as much as Sahah, 
but holds admirably during the second pass. Soon the 
Trip Hazard is back in a safe orbit with tanks filled to the 
brim. The outer hull pings as it cools from the 
friction-heating it suffered but Sahah is content that 
nothing untoward has occurred.  

“Okay, Bel, you’re up,” says Ding. “Time to pin down our 
location and plot a way out of this system and back to 
what passes for civilization on the Main.” 

Question: Does Bel Djabir plot a successful route back to the 
Main? Roll = 33. Yes and event. I draw a card with 

Regenerate, Material, Illness, and location = oasis. New 
target = 33. 

The drive powers up and the universe disappears… 

Brass Station  
The nearest destination is Brass, a solitary habitat 
orbiting a G2 star, with plentiful supplies, known for 
lying outside the jurisdiction of both the distant 
Imperium and the nearby Samovska. Brass provides 
high tech medical procedures that some might call 
illegal in other jurisdictions. An old adversary of Ding’s 
crew is on station for a rejuvenation treatment.  

Question: Does Ding have enough cash on hand to cover the 
additional expenses of this unexpected detour? Roll 66. New 
target = 66. 

[Aside: I think for a bit and jot down notes about what that 
event might be. I plump for a splinter group of the Brethren 
of Harinder Bose is also on the station, who might get wind 
of the crew’s mission to Dragon’s Nest monastery and 
oppose it. Ding also needs to find paying work or be forced to 
sell fabricator stock at a loss to generate cash reserves. I 
decide the old foe is named Edvern Vasquesz,] 

The Trip Hazard emerges from jump space and the crew 
breathe a sigh of relief. A quick scan and the signal 
buoys in the system show they’ve arrived near Brass 
Station, an independent station just off the jump main 
from Samovska. 

Ding hails Brass Station to negotiate docking fees and a 
berth. “That’s just about emptied the purse,” he says as 
he ends the call. “We need paying work, crew. Keep your 
eyes and ears peeled for offers.” 

The station is the usual bustling mess of transients, shift 
workers, and starship crews, scrambling to spend or 
earn a credit.  

Question: Does Oona Furst take the opportunity to rat out 
the crew to Edvern Vasquez? Roll 05. Surprisingly no! New 
target = 05. 

Oona Furst decides to throw in her lot with the crew, 
seeing the way they handled the mis-jump as a sign they 
work well under pressure. “I have a few contacts,” she 
says. “I’ll see what I can turn up.” Furst leaves the ship 
on the prowl for a job. 

The rest of the crew divide up the chores. Sahah Bouri 
gets to work repairing the various ship’s systems still 
affected by the mis-jump and the gas giant pummeling. 
Ding and Djabir start looking for a buyer for plastic 
feedstock. An isolated station like Brass might be a good 
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market, but the station is not heavily industrialised. I 
allow a flip-flop on the next roll. 

Question: Do they turn up a good buyer for the feedstock: 
Roll = 88. No, and the flip-flop is wasted. New target = 88, 
and an event. 

After hours of talking to brokers and captains, they’re no 
better off than before. “We’re not even going to get half 
the value of the feedstock.” Ding laments. “We need the 
cash but such a loss!” 

They nurse their drinks at a club and watch a lounge 
singer with an improbably large boa constrictor in her 
act as she sings to an appreciative crowd. A thin 
salaryman approaches them with an offer. Maybe their 
luck has changed? 

The man represents a concern who needs a clean-up 
crew for an automated robotics factory orbiting not far 
beyond Brass itself. The factory is in low power mode 
since a decline in the market for their robotic products 
but the patron wants something extracted from the 
factory.  

The initial offer isn’t marvellous, but Ding takes that as 
a good sign. Too good to be true would be fishy. Stuck 
with bills and little ready cash, Ding takes the job. The 
crew will travel to the factory, get in, grab the data cores 
required, and get out.  

[Aside: I rate it 50/50 that the job is on the up-and-up and 
sure enough there’s complications. Another party will be in 
the orbital factory and won’t take new arrivals kindly.] 

Question: Are the looters in the factory more dangerous than 
Ding’s crew? Roll = 75. Yes, but only just. I rule that they’re 
either greater in numbers or better equipped but not both. 
New target = 75. 

With hopes of a quick score, Ding and Djabir return to 
the docking berth and tell Sahah the plan. 

Comments on E&A #5                        
General comments: I’ve switched my copyright 
statement to the AI0 license from the Human Commons 
community. It’s much like the Creative Commons 
licensing structure but is explicit in its handling of 
AI/LLMs access and rights. 

You may also notice the abundance of write-ups this 
month, with Mausritter, Kriegsmesser and a solo Traveller 
inspired game I concocted. Read what you like. 

Brian Rogers: I’m sorry to hear about your depression 
and allergies, and approve of lining up ‘I can do this’ 

tasks to help lift one’s mood. I’m always available 
through email if you need an empathetic ear.  

Well done on many years of set building and supporting 
the theatre kids. The choice of Puffs is disappointing 
certainly, but I think you’re right to support the 
students. If the director is taking input, lobby for 
inclusion and trans-representation in the cast to offset 
some of JKR’s horrible behaviour. 

“B4: The Lost City” is a great adventure if memory 
serves, and it sounds like the kids and their dads had 
fun. Chucking one’s own turds into a room to check for 
traps is not something I’ve seen before in a game. What 
a sheltered life I lead. 

Re Speed Centaur: Man, I’d like to try whatever folks 
were smoking back in the pulp and Golden Age. I love 
the idea of a fake horse mask as his civilian disguise. I 
actually laughed out loud while reading it.  

Once again I love your mastery of V&V that allows you to 
model these wacky characters. The Captain 
Marvel/Speed Centaur-Billy Batson/Carthorse 
comparison is apt too.  

Thanks for the explanation and exploration of the B/X 
rule changes you introduced. I particularly like the 
accommodation for the player who wanted to play a cat; 
the wizard’s familiar solution was inspired. I also 
enjoyed the bigger rules changes for the cleric, and agree 
that dropping memorised/prayed-for spells for the cleric 
would have been better. The cleric you ended up with 
has echoes of the undead hunter that the original Cleric 
seemed inspired by. 

RYCT to Patrick Riley re Amber Diceless RP: I ran an 
Amber campaign for about 12 players back in the early 
90s and it’s still one of my fondest memories as a GM. 
Player engagement is critical, as so much of play is 
driven by inter-player machinations and plots. One 
player loved being body-swapped with Dworkin for a 
few sessions so they could really let rip their scheming 
tendencies. Another player never lived down that her PC 
slept with Julian’s shapechanged horse. Happy days. 

On your recommendation I’ve started the Dungeon 
Crawler Carl series and read the first book last week. As 
you said, not great literature, but great fun. I hope 
Dinniman can keep up the quality as I continue. 

RYCT me: Brain Rover back at you! I hope that this 
issue’s Mausritter write-up meets with your approval.  

I too like random domains for fantasy gods. How else do 
you get Poseidon’s sea, earthquakes and horses array? 

Re Quinn’s Quest: Like his contributions to Shut Up & Sit 
Down previously, I’m loving Quinn’s videos about rpgs. 
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Our tastes don’t overlap completely, but I enjoy his 
enthusiasm and obvious love for the hobby, and his 
reviews are comprehensive and fun.  

Mark Nemeth: RYCT Patrick Riley re organic forms for 
dungeons: For both dungeons and continents I’ve had 
great success with drawing around puddles, stains and 
other found shapes, as shown. 

Re college students dressed for clubbing: True. As a 
middle-aged father I mostly worry about the young 
women catching a chill while wearing as little as 
possible in the damp Irish winters. 

Matt Stevens: Welcome aboard! The Pants of Devouring 
sound like a terrible risk to put on, and yet, somewhere 
some PC will give it a try.  

You’re not wrong to have a preference for a certain type 
of game. Not everyone likes the player/author split that 
story games often require, and there’s plenty of new 
games with interesting ideas in the OSR and NuOSR 
space that put characters firmly in the hands of the 
players, while driving interesting stories in the process.  

Roger BW: RYCT Avram Grumer re Troika: The rules are 
certainly light, and often ignorable. I think a lot of the 
heavy lifting is done by the character types/classes, 
where there is a considerable amount of world building 
hidden in the descriptions. The Kriegsmesser game I ran 
for my group before Mausritter was part Blades in the 
Dark and part Troika, with the Troika influence being 
mostly the long list of character classes. 

RYCT Dylan Capel re Pendragon’s two tones: I agree it’s 
hard to reconcile the two tones in play. You can play 
Pendragon as the shining Arthurian myth, or with the 
gritty, muddy Monty Python peasant in a field but there 
is bleed from one to the other, particularly in the Winter 
Phase. It’s a bit like Trail of Cthulhu with the Purist and 
Pulp modes but with a Tommy gun that only works half 
the time. 

Good point about the first mentions of the Aslan and the 
Hani in C. J. Cherryh’s books. I can’t find my copy of 
Library Data A-M to check what details that first 
appearance gave. If I ever used Aslan in a Traveller game 
I’m sure I leant heavily on the Cherryh model from the 
books though. 

Re tick-hunting: One of my regular players is notorious 
for ‘tick-fishing’ as we call in our group. We are united in 
disdain for the USAn usage of ‘check’ for ‘tick’ however.  

John Redden: Re Mouseguard as National Guard with 
mice: My Mausritter game is more like MacGyver meets 
the Marx Brothers with mice. 

Mitch Hyde: I hope your minis were dry and your dice 
were hot for the Cauldron convention. 

Erica Frank (Elf): Welcome aboard! By your rubric, most 
of my players are elves, but their GM (me) is an 
unrepentant goblin. 

Your gaming week is pretty full! I play board games once 
or twice a week and have a regular RPG session on 
Thursday evenings. I’m kicking off a new RPG game slot 
on Friday 14th November but will have to wait and see if 
that becomes a regular thing.  

Re solo TTRPGs: I’ve also started playing solo RPGs, and 
kit-bash my own rules as I see fit in the process. See the 
solo Traveller-adjacent write-up later in this zine. I have 
tried some of the published solo games, like Corny Gron, 
The Last Tea Shop, and Four Against Darkness. I think I 
prefer the journaling style more than the procedural 
approach of 4AD . 10

I too have hundreds of games from charity bundles. The 
interface of itch.io, the source of most of the bundles, 
has made it difficult to engage with the cornucopia of 
games, so I rely mostly on recommendations from 
others like yourself, or the Solo_Roleplayin Reddit sub .  11

I do generally start with pencil and paper for solo play. 
My handwriting isn’t too bad and I like the feel of 
writing and jotting things down. 

RYCT me re name spellings: Thanks for the sympathy. 
Do you prefer we use Erica or Elf in comments? 

RYCT Avrum Grumer re one vs. two columns: I’m 
flip-flopping on the number of columns. Single column 
feels more natural, but without a relatively large point 
size for the line lengths are uncomfortably long. I may 

11 https://old.reddit.com/r/Solo_Roleplaying/ 

10 Not the once-glorious British record label that brought us the 
Cocteau Twins and Dead Can Dance.  
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switch back to two columns to keep the point size down 
and limit the page count. 

RYCT Pum re Windows 11: I don’t know anybody who 
really prefers Windows 11 to what’s come before. Not 
regular but non-technical users, nor the IT professionals 
I work with. For my home machine I had to use a script 
to create install media that removed most of the cruft 
and surveillance-ware that comes as default. 

Also: fuck AI. 

Gabriel Roark: Re me as a model player: Oh I write a 
good description but I’m sure I’m guilty of plenty of 
annoying behaviours as a player. 

The Garavogue 20-yo single malt sounds delicious. A 
friend from work lives in Midleton and highly 
recommends the distillery tour, particularly if you tell 
them you’re a local and get invited to some 
behind-the-scenes stuff not generally shown to the 
public. The free whiskey at the end of the tour is pretty 
good too! 

 

Re resource hungry AI data centres: The tide might be 
turning, as more people are commenting on the lack of 
sustainability, and more importantly, on the lack of a 
clear path to profit for the venture funds and 
corporations that have spent hundreds of billions of 
dollars on what appears to me as a bubble. I do worry 
that the movers and shakers behind the hype will get off 
scot-free, while the stock market collapses, and everyday 
people (once again) pay hard for the folly and greed of 
the tech and financial sectors. 

Sympathies on your skating injury. That’s an impressive 
amount of bruising! I hope it cleared up well. 

Michael Cule: Re Mausritter: Good luck with the game. I 
accept no blame for its reception, however. 

 I dropped the encumbrance rules early on. The 
combination of items and conditions as encumbering 
things is clever, but as usual more fiddly than I like to 
track. It’s hard to keep the item and condition cards on a 
character sheet if everyone is sitting on couches, and not 
at a table. 

Re Theodore the Debagged: So long as Pum doesn’t try 
dressing in character for your sessions you should be all 
right. 

The Lunar bureaucracy puts me in mind of the Roman 
Army in Asterix the Legionary. Thank the Red Goddess 
Graham doesn’t have ready access to the Gauls’ magic 
potion. 

Re schoolbook inspirations: I’ve loved a lot of the 
Dorling Kindersley map books and exploded view 
books, as well as things like “Life in a Medieval Castle” 
as inspirations for game ideas. 

Patrick Zoch: I hope the extended furlough is in the rear 
view mirror by now.  

Re printing E&A: At a 183 pages lastish, I hope no one is 
printing the APA out unnecessarily.  

Re D&D boss monsters not using magical treasure in 
their possession: You can handwave some cases with 
class-specific items that the monster(s) can’t use but 
that becomes hard to justify if it means there is loot for 
the cleric or magic user but nothing for the fighter. 
Some monsters are perhaps too dim to realise what 
they’ve got, but that begs the question why they hold 
onto the useless loot. 

Patrick Riley: I like drafting in the players of clerics & 
paladins to define the gods and the pantheon. One of my 
players in the Dungeon World campaign I ran in 
2013/2014 played a priest and his descriptions of his god 
inspired me and drove a lot of the later campaign details. 

Re em dashes: I never used them frequently, but I do 
object to them being tarred with the LLM-AI brush now. 
I’ve seen some writing where there are spaces around 
the em dash — like so — and that just feels wrong to me.  

RYCT Mark A. Wilson re Brindlewood Bay: It just struck 
me that Brindlewood Bay fits better in the mold of 
Columbo as a partly a howdunnit rather than a 
whodunnit, with the audience (the players and GM in this 
case) at least partly aware of the genre conceit and 
waiting to see the pieces fall into place. For diehard 
whodunnit fans, I suspect it’s very unsatisfying. 

Pum: That cut-away tank isn’t going anywhere soon. It 
makes me think of Cyclops of the X-Men going up 
against a tank.  

RYCT Dylan Capel about line length and columns: 
Agreed. I often zoom a two column layout to single 
column for ease of reading, particularly on smaller 
screens. 

Dylan Capel: Is Beetle Knight inspired by Hollow Knight? 
It certainly sounds like it is. 

The chain of related encounters is something I first 
came across on the Necropraxis blog , where the 12

sequence of encounters can include clues and hints to 

12 
https://necropraxis.com/2014/02/03/overloading-the-encounter-die/ 
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the creatures one might later encounter, allowing the 
players to prepare if they’re wise. 

Jim Eckman: Re gaming style: Thanks for the 
compliment.  

Using players to run monsters when too many turn up is 
a clever twist, so long as the player-controlled monsters 
don’t wipe the floor with the PCs. I doubt that would be 
well received.  

Mark A. Wilson: Sympathies on the continued stress of 
job hunting.  

Re media: Taskmaster is required viewing in our house 
too, and one of the few shows that gets the kids to stay 
and watch a whole episode as a family. 

Re texting as a game mechanic: It’s definitely used in 
some computer games, and I don’t doubt there are 
Twine games that lean heavily into it. For me in a 
traditional RPG, it would have to be a side channel rather 
than the focus of the play. 

Avram Grumer: Alzabos & Excruciations is genius, and a 
game of fantasy cartographers and their hijinks would 
be awesome. 

Re Sentinels Comics: The Roleplaying Game: I don’t need 
another superhero RPG, particularly one that doesn’t 
handle much beyond fights and crime fighting. It is a 
shame the Greater Than Games closed down though. My 
favourite superheroes RPGs remain The Supercrew RPG 
for its clever, lightweight mechanics, and the 
Cortex-based Marvel Superheroic Roleplaying Game for its 
ingenious dice pools and troupe style of play.  

RYCT Lisa Padol re Smallville: When I got to this 
comment, I realised that Marvel Superheroic Roleplaying 
probably wasn’t for you. I love building a dice pool. Go 
figure. 

Lovely artwork of the dragon on Atlantic Avenue. 

Brian Misiaszek: Re Paratethys: Excellent stuff. I see 
from YCTM that you’ve read some T. Kingfisher. Have 
you read the most recent of her Sworn Soldier novels? I’d 
recommend it (and the previous two) as great horror 
stories inspired by decidedly non-Lovecraftian horror. 
The three books so far are What Moves the Dead, What 
Feasts At Night, and What Stalks the Deep, and I highly 
recommend them. 

If you enjoy The Twisted Ones and its retelling of “The 
White People”, another novel of hers, The Hollow Places, 
is a tribute to Algeron Blackwood’s short story, “The 
Willows” and is also excellent. 

RYCT Avram Grumer: I love the idea of vegetarian metric. 

Lisa Padol: I read and enjoyed Something Completely 
Different. Well done on getting it out and thank you for 
the hard work. 

Your sun-wound sounds similar to mine. “Curse 
Yellow-face !” 13

I’m glad you’ve enjoyed the Mausritter write-ups. The 
map has been a real centrepiece of the campaign, as the 
players gradually explore the area around their home 
and learn more about the world. In our latest session, the 
group have finally plucked up the courage to follow “the 
Death road” towards the human town as they have an 
artifact they wish to destroy which can “only be 
destroyed by Man.” This means I have to draw more of 
the map! 

Thanks for the history of The Masks of Nyarlathotep. It 
certainly has grown over the editions. 

The joke in James Wallis’s FRUP was that while in-world 
everyone measured up against the rulebooks (the 
original three Advanced Dungeons & Dragons hardbacks 
fell out of the sky and became gospel) no one in the 
world was actually a magic user, or a cleric, or had 
multiple attacks per round, etc., but everybody behaved 
as if the rulebooks were a true representation of reality 
and reflected the will of God. 

RYCT me re Wax and Wane: I’ve never read anything by 
Brandon Sanderson. Are there yin-yang fish in his 
books? 

You’re right that I lost the end of my comment to 
Michale Cule. I think it was about off-the-cuff NPCs 
coming back to bite me when the players decide they 
really like a throwaway NPC. 

Re zine length and APA length: I’m already resigned to 
accepting I’m not going to be able to read everything in 
each issue, and I don’t expect readers to feel my zine is 
essential reading. I do try to read all the comments 
though. I feel that’s the lifeblood of any APA and where a 
sense of community lies. 

Joshua Kronengold: Well done on the comments 
catch-up.  

Re Dead Dog: Curiosity Killed the Cat: There’s got to be 
fertile ground for escape room/RP cross-overs, right? 

Re Niven’s Kzinti: Of course! How could I have forgotten 
the Kzinti? Marc Miller may have gender-swapped the 
male/female roles Niven used somewhat but I don’t 

13 To use a Gloranthan Troll curse. 
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doubt that Miller and the others at GDW read Niven’s 
books. It doesn’t surprise me that Niven had 
sub-intelligent females Kzin, while Cherryh had 
dominant and politically scheming female Hani. It 
certainly would be the way to bet if you knew either of 
the authors’ other works. Cordwainer Smith also had cat 
people in his works, and as you say there are probably 
many other earlier examples. 

Re CoC and BRP skill lists: I take your point that 
percentile systems are particularly vulnerable to the 
phenomenon of “a list of things my PC is bad at.” There 
are just too many skills for me to care about, and too 
great a chance of one player dumping points into 
something that later never comes up in play. I’d almost 
prefer if the skill points were distributed during play 
(with some limitations) as the PCs encountered 
challenges the players’ felt they should have a good 
chance at overcoming. 

Re percentile skills and Unknown Armies mechanics: I 
liked the flip-flop rule (IIRC) and the cherries mechanic 
as well as the strong point you make about the 
regular/contest/stressful distinction in the rules. With 
the penumbra rule allowing skill rolls for things related 
to your skill, it felt more forgiving when calling for a 
skill roll other than in a stress situation. I admit in many 
games I do call for a skill or attribute test when I should 
probably let it slide. Generally I’m a lenient GM so I like 
to call on luck sometimes, or I’d have the players 
steamroller me. 

RYVT Jim Vassilakos et al. re actual AI intelligence: A 
fellow called Maxim Lott has been tracking IQ test 
results for various AI models for some time now. The 
tests generally have to be modified to be text only, as 
most LLM-AIs can’t interpret images, but the results are 
fascinating and perhaps a little terrifying . If they 14

represent actual intelligence is a question I can’t answer. 

Jim Vassilakos & Timothy Collinson: (Jim) Re the Vargr 
in Traveller and the Ancients soft spot for Terran 
resettlement/uplifts: Fair point. It’s hard to justify 
beyond <spoiler>Grandfather having a soft spot for 
humans and wolves</spoiler>. With a single god-like 
figure in charge in the past, some of Traveller’s 
Imperium setting is not much more detailed than “a 
wizard did it.” 

The Bobrick/Martire warp bubble sounds interesting, 
though as you say particle impacts are a killer at 
velocities close to c, particularly if lack of steering means 

14 
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you can’t avoid a previously unseen region of denser gas 
or dust. 

(Timothy) RYCT Roger BW re 2300AD: I loved 2300AD 
when it came out apart from the rules. The exploration 
and expanding frontier setting appeal to me more than 
the regular trading and roguery of the original Traveller. 
Were I do play 2300AD now, I’d use a different set of 
rules, probably Traveller or Cepheus, ironically. 

(Timothy) Re the inspiration for the Aslan race: Joshua 
Kronengold hit the target with Niven’s Kzinti. I forgot 
about them and they predate Traveller by a good 
margin, and even have a male/female split, though one 
more distasteful than Miller’s Aslan. 

(Timothy) RYCT John Redden re Alien Clay: I haven’t read 
that yet, but recently read Tchaikovsky’s Cage of Souls, a 
dying Earth-style novel, equally well-written and for the 
most part depressing.  

TravCon sounds like a lot of fun. I love dogs, but six 
billionaires? That’s an ethical quandary. 

All contents © Myles Corcoran 2025 and licensed under the 
AIO-BY-NC-SA license 

(https://www.humanscommons.org/license/ai0-by-nc-sa/1.
0) which explicitly denies the use of the above content in the 

training or source material of any AI system. 

14 Twisting the Rope #6 

https://www.maximumtruth.org/p/deep-dive-ai-progress-continues-as
https://www.maximumtruth.org/p/deep-dive-ai-progress-continues-as
https://www.maximumtruth.org/p/deep-dive-ai-progress-continues-as
https://www.humanscommons.org/license/ai0-by-nc-sa/1.0
https://www.humanscommons.org/license/ai0-by-nc-sa/1.0


Overlord’s Annals
Attronarch, The Exalted Overlord of Uncontested Vastlands

Volume 4 · Issue 10 · December 2025

In this issue

Overlord’s Annals is a monthly zine in which I share ses-
sion reports from games I either run or have participated in.
Sometimes I also share our house rules and other reflections
too. Art is primarily from players—see attributions for de-
tails. In this issue I comment Ever & Anon issues three, four,
and five.

Attributions

Text copyright © Attronarch, 2025. Typeset in LATEX with
Charter, a print-friendly typeface.

Conquering the Barbarian Altanis Campaign

I’m running a weekly online old-school D&D game focused
on underworld and wilderness adventures in the Wilder-
lands of High Fantasy Barbarian Altanis—a hostile land
filled with ancient riches and antediluvian evils.

You can learn more about our campaign at: https://attr
onarch.com/wilderlands

Beginners and experienced players welcome alike. Write to
me at attronarch@mailbox.org if you’d like to join.
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Exedra

Comments and responses to previous
issues of Ever & Anon.

E&A 3

RE: Reddened Stars number 1 /
John Redden Thank you, John!

RE: BUGBEARS & BALLYHOO #42 /
Gabriel Roark Them holding hands
was a cute moment. There were
four possible locations they could’ve
teleported to—the one they went to
wasn’t the worst.

Players provide their character’s de-
scription, I just turn them into a single
sentence for ease of reuse. They can
always provide an update but no one
has done so thus far. I think I will ask
(demand?) update once a character
reaches name level.

Ignoring secret doors is sometimes the
right thing to do. Opening them is al-
ways a gamble. Is it a way out? Or a
monster that will eat your face?

Only one way to find out.

RE: Going to be Ad-Libbed / Avram
Grumer When I quote player char-
acters I always try to use their player’s
words verbatim. They sometimes see
things differently, and I don’t always
jump to correct them. Unless it is a
question of game mechanics and rules,
of course.

Welcome to E&A, great to have you
around. Beautiful zine layout. Look-
ing forward to your future contribu-
tions.

RE: Twisting the Rope #3 / Myles
Corcoran It was a lot of rats indeed.
I’ll pass the compliments to the player.

RE: Denizens of the Library #2
/ Brian Rogers I have found that
three hour sessions are long enough
to keep tension without becoming too
exhausting. Regarding the "suicide
corridor," I was happy the decided
not to explore it further. The results
would be most unsurprising.

RE: Age of Menace / Brian Christo-
pher Misiaszek I seldomly use puz-
zles, because they can easily gridlock
any session. That’s why I carefully
curate a list of them, mostly children-
appropriate (difficulty-wise), so I can
pull them out in a time of need.

RE: Ronin Engineer for Ever and
Anon #3 / Jim Eckman Thank you.

RE: An Unlooked For Zine #2 /
Lisa Padol Assassins’ Guild in Hara
is obliged to identify their target
that there is an assassination contract
placed on them. They are also obliged
to offer their target a chance to "buy
off" that contract, effectively voiding
it. What they also sometimes offer is a
an addition grace period within which
they will not accept new contracts on
the target.

Regarding rats, each player character
rolled damage, and that determined
the number of rats killed in a round.
It was chaotic and desperate, just how
we like it. Ghost kiddies were not
malevolent, just playful.

RE: Accidental Recall #2 / Joshua
Kronengold Thank you! We are
blessed to have many exciting ses-
sions. The tower claimed many ad-
venturers.

RE: Traveller Play-By-Email / Jim
Vassilakos LOL!

E&A 4

RE: Reddened Stars number 2 /
John Redden John, always a delight
to read your comment. Just let me
know if you need any help running a
game for your granddaughter!

RE: Engines & Emulators #4 /
Blasted Heath Row Thank you
Heath, appreciate it. Exedra has been
my bane for years. I don’t have so
much time, so I often prioritise play
reports over commenting.

I skim-read all E&A contributions, but
writing meaningful comments takes
more time than just banging our re-
ports. That’s why I decided to focus
just on exedra in this issue!

RE: Ronin Engineer / Jim Eckman
Thank you!

RE: Twisting the Rope #4 / Myles
Corcoran Yes, it is a very common
error, even after years of play. :)

But I am not surprised, since I know
of people who played in the area for
longer than we have and called it Bar-
barian Atlantis by mistake. I am not
stressing about it though.

I never had too many players turn
up for a session. The most I had on-
line was 12, and the most I had off-
line/in-person was 17. I quite enjoy
big-group games. It is important to
modify Judging style a bit to ensure
everything runs smooth though.

In fact, I ran several larger games at
Cauldron con this year. You can read
more about it at:

https://attronarch.com/tag:
Cauldron
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RE: Accidental Recall #3 / Joshua
Kronengold Over the years I had
people who were mostly interested
in seeing / experiencing open-ended
sandbox play. They’d join for few ses-
sions and then leave. I don’t really
mind; everyone who resonates with
out play style is welcome to play with
us.

There are now several player charac-
ters in mid-levels. The level of brutal-
ity has not abated at all in my opin-
ion. The stakes are higher, the dan-
gers more dangerous, and the riches
are richer. Just how it should be!

RE: Notes on Running Ever & Anon
(and how you can too) / Jim Vassi-
lakos Thank you for sharing behind
the scenes, Jim. A fascinating read.
I think you did a great job and set
solid foundations for E&A. I’m happy
to support and help however I can.

RE: Traveller Play-By-Email / Jim
Vassilakos Starship Troopers re-
cruiter is an apt reference!

Regarding Bob and Darius, I don’t re-
member what led to me deciding both
were de-faced. It might be possible
they were both reduced to below zero
hit points and I just got too lyrical
with it. If I remember correctly they
were fighting giant robber flies which
have a mean attack. Both remained
de-faced until they perished.

E&A 5

RE: Denizens of the Library #4 /
Brian Rogers Nothing like having
to roll that 1d6 while monsters are
closing in on you. The tension is pal-
pable.

Equally ridiculous is how often play-
ers mock each other for failing those
rolls. There is always some trash-
talking and banter involved with
those stuck doors. :D

RE: Reddened Stars number 3 /
John Redden Thank you! Several
player characters retired from adven-
turing life. Luckily they are in a mi-
nority!

RE: Dreadsword 4 / Mitch Hyde
Another stellar zine, mate! Owl bears
are mean beasts. . . but you already
have first-hand experience with them!
;)

RE: BUGBEARS & BALLYHOO #43 /
Gabriel Roark Thank you! Barbar-
ian Altanis is not for the weak.

RE: Ronin Engineer for Ever and
Anon / Jim Eckman Thank you!

RE: An Unlooked For Zine #4 / Lisa
Padol One of my internal rules is
to start and finish on time. We must
be respectful of that, for people have
busy lives, family duties, so on and
so forth. If there is combat, then fin-
ish after the round is over; if dungeon
exploration, when the turn is over;
if wilderness adventure, when day is
over.

Since all players have multiple char-
acters we do not have to force the un-
natural "all sessions must end outside
of the dungeon / safe spot." This al-
lows players to undertake larger expe-
ditions and dungeon delves, without
risking their hard gained advance.

This is so important when they are
delving into lair of intelligent foes.
Imagine them going in three or five
room, ooops time to get out because
the session will end in 15 minutes.
Great, now when they return ev-
erything will be bobby-trapped, am-
bushes left and right, and who knows
what else.

I keep detailed time records and a list
of who is where. This allows us to
seamlessly adapt to any number of
players showing up. We always have
something to pick up and just dive
right into action.

RE: Traveller Play-By-Email / Jim
Vassilakos Agreed. I like simple
help the most—avoids players treat-
ing them like expendable meatshields.

In next issue
Three session reports, picking up on where we stopped in the previous issue.
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John Redden Reddened Stars number 4
(E ka hoku o ula`ula ` ole) 

Johnredden@AOL.com
(public facing e-mail address)

Web sites: 
johntredden.com
southkonafarms.com
johnreddenauthor.com

Other e-mail:  
southkonafarms@gmail.com

USPS:
88-2636 Mamalahoa Hwy Captain Cook 
HI 96704-8809

310.418.1550 mobile 808.328.2328 land line

Mix Natter And Anti-Natter

Regardance

We continue to watch Foundation and are enjoying it.

Gaming in Santa Rosa

I will be doing some table top gaming in Santa Rosa. The last time I visited, I 
was a bit surprised to find out that my wife and granddaughter we doing live 
action Mouse Guard in a local park. I do not know any details other than they
enjoyed it.

I received a message with an image. My son, granddaughter and daughter-in
law played “Heroes of the Borderland”.

mailto:Johnredden@AOL.com


Sum Comments

Brian Rodgers, I like the cleric guidance. I haven't played D&D for years. 
But I will likely be playing a cleric during the visit with my family during 
December holidays.// I’ve been reading Tscaikovsky’s Children of Time. He 
has an amazing ability to create science fiction aliens.

Mark Nemeth, another beautiful zine. I read the D&D notes and enjoyed 
them.

Matt Stevens, BRP and GURPS can be the framework for story telling 
games. It depends on the players creativity and if the scenario has a sense of
wonder.

Roger Bell West, WW II scenario with magic. Interesting.



Pedro Panhoca, Camila Panhoca, Jack and the ten bean stalks. I love it.

Mitch Hyde, those are some nice miniatures.

Erica L Frank, welcome to E&A. I still have all the old style dice but I never 
use them. When I visit my granddaughter during the holidays,I’ll use her 
dice.

Gabriel Roark, Jargon Zen is back. Casting haste to make the E&A due date.
LOL.// Skating, oh no!

Myles Corcoran, I enjoyed the Kriegsmesser writeup.

George Phillies, I enjoyed your zine. I always thought Traveller ships were a
bit wimpy.  My thoughts were influenced by playing a number of times in 
Nicolai Shapiro’s Other Suns games.

Tiffanie Gray, hmm… I just might. Beautiful cover.

Michael Cule, there are ways to de-crunch GURPS. Start with GURPS lite. 
Make a select number skills available. Add cross-training as a skill, with the 
requirement that it be less powerful than all selected skills for the PC. The 
cross-training becomes a catch all for missing skills and attributes.

Patrick Zoch, I hope you get your back pay from this expletive deleted 
administration after the pause in the government shutdown.// I do all of my 
zines using Libre Office running on Ubuntu Linux. It’s what I’m used to.

Patrick Riley, I enjoyed the candle story.

Paul Holman, I was annoyed by the costumes in Babylon 5. I read the 
Hobbit and Lord of the Rings in 1970. I still love the Hobbit, but I tend to be 
in Bored of the Rings fandom. In 1970, I had to make myself finish it.

Dylan Capel, I played in a Temple of Elemental Evil campaign 1990. I don’t 
remember much about it.

Jim Eckman, re empires in science fiction, especially space science fiction. 
I’ve always thought that a society that could develop star ship technology, 
would advance social structure beyond our own and certainly be pseudo-
medieval social structure.

Mark Wilson, re job search. If you can afford to be picky, do it. I was once 
recruited by a former manager of mine and the start-up was awful. Be 
careful.// As someone who has played in rock bands from 1970 to present 
(The Fabulous Baxters, Dollar Varden and the Rockin’ Pneumonia, the 



Bandemix, the Gonzos), I love your rock band scenario.

Avrum Grumer, nice random thoughts.// Maps for a detailed space game 
are difficult. I was able to pass out a notebook of maps to the players for a 
space exploration game involving a lost star ship. 

Brian Misiaszek, hauntology, I can relate to that. Paratethys, a fascinating 
concept. // Does part 3 complete the Habanna Horror?// I continue to brace 
myself as I watch the news.

Lisa Padol, I did email Barry asking for a refund (not Lee). I was ignored. I 
used to work with Barry. He excels at ignoring unless it’s something he is 
focused on.// As usual I am impressed by the number of games you touch. I 
just don’t have anything to say.// Interesting question on mental institutions 
in other countries. // Re Wednesday. It is so unlike the original Addams Family.
I think is was the elements of horror that leaked out.

Joshua Kronengold, I cannot stay up late. I can adjust to timezones, but 
not as easily as I used to. It’s old man disease. // I enjoy Charles Stross.// 
What does TLDR mean?// Interesting enough, all the games I have run have 
been politically void. But, I myself, have strong opinions. You might look at 
Document on Network Economics on johntredden.com.

Attronarch, I believe I’m repeating myself, but as a background music for 
your games you should play Queen’s Another One Bites the Dust. Nice 
writeups.

Vassilokos, Collinson and Rader, I enjoyed the writeup as usual. Up! With 
the Navy, *bleep* the royals.// Re Timothy’s comment, I’m currently reading
Children of Time by Tscaikovsky. Again he likes to paint bleak scenariios.

Jargon Zen

The four elements, earth, water fire and air disperse as in a dream.
The six dusts, perceptions, roots, senses and consciousness are originally 
empty.
To understand that, the Buddha returns to a place of light.
The sun is setting over the western mountains.
The moon is risiing in the east.

Humor

A black hole sits down at a bar. The bartender says would you like to look at 
a menu? The black hole says, “no, I'm a light eater”.
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BUGBEARS & BALLYHOO #44 
November 17, 2025, for Ever & Anon #6 

Gabriel Roark 

Rancho Cordova, CA  

gabrielroark@gmail.com 

 

  

I hope this zine finds you well & that you’re untroubled by its changed appearance. See, 

after writing Dylan Capel in B&B #43 that I preferred to write & read online documents 

in two columns, a friend of mine on MeWe (mewe.com) complained to me about 

attempting to read E&A on his mobile phone. I decided that I could not help him, since he 

insists on reading a PDF publication on a mobile phone, but the conversation did get me 

thinking about document accessibility again. I’ve known for a while that sans-serif fonts 

are preferable for accessibility, so I moved from Bookman Old Style (12-point) to Tw 

Cen MT (14-point) font, which is a sans-serif typeface that resembles the Futura used in 

the Advanced D&D (AD&D 1e) core rulebooks. I also reverted to a one-column format 

for text, except when presenting longer dot or number lists. I am not settled on this 

arrangement yet. Opinions on it are welcome. 

In this Issue 

• Comments on E&A #5 

• XP Tally for the Temple of Elemental Evil Campaign 

• Nextish  

Comments on E&A #5 

Egoscan Index 

• Cowman Baloney Face #1 

• Shiny Math Rocks #1 

• Denizens of the Library #3–4 

• Dreadsword 4 

• The Dragon’s Beard #90 

• Attacks of Opportunity 4 

• An Unlooked For Zine #4 

• Overlord’s Annals 4(9)

 

Cowman Baloney Face #1 (Stevens): Welcome to Ever & Anon, Matt. Our A&E 
contributions didn’t overlap, as I didn’t send a zine to Lee until 2017. Bill Fitzgerald’s 
description of Cowman Baloney Face is priceless. What was his deal with cows, anyway? 
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I hope you will share more about this obscure Blackmoor deity. Congratulations on 15 
years of marriage!  

Question: Did Bill Fitzgerald go by his middle name? What if Cowman Baloney Face 
was, in part, a reference to his initials—say, C. [Bill]oney Fitzgerald?  

Shiny Math Rocks #1 (Erica L. Franks): Hi, Elf. Welcome to E&A! So, your name is Elf, 
but you are a Dice Goblin. What a contradictory ancestry! Regarding the prospect of 
commenting on every E&A zine, all good, do what is feasible & enjoyable for you. B&B 
tends toward smaller comment sections when the amount of gaming content is greater, or 
my reading & writing time is truncated. If I have a surfeit of time & shorter gaming 
contributions, B&B’s comment section usually compasses most of the zines in the most 
recent E&A.  

Denizens of the Library #3–4 (Rogers): I’ve enjoyed the explication of your 
Basic/Expert (B/X) D&D homebrew rules over the last two issues of DotL; you’ve 
concocted an impressive corpus of changes. As I sat down to comment on Under the 
Giant’s Shadow (UGS), it occurred to me that I don’t know B/X too well—I have better 
knowledge of the Basic/Expert/Companion/Master/Immortal (BECMI) rules—because I 
haven’t read B/X but a retroclone thereof, namely Lamentations of the Flame Princess 
(LotFP).  

First off, bravo for a premise that sounds original & gets players around the moral 
quandaries that bother so many about the FRPG tropes of killing & taking stuff. Well 
played. I assume that B/X & UGS use the Chaotic-Neutrality-Lawful alignment scheme 
since that is what LotFP uses. I prefer this to the unwieldy, if interesting, nine-alignment 
system of Advanced D&D.  

Speaking of AD&D, you mentioned its “career system”. By this, do you mean the 
secondary skills table of AD&D 1e’s Dungeon Masters Guide? The professional & 
personal keyword mechanic is elegant & appears well suited to B/X. Likewise your 
handling of going below 1 hit point (hp).  

I like what you did with respect to reversing magic-user spells & think I might employ that 
in some future game. How do you handle this in practice? Some spells in B/X have 
reversible versions (such as Light) with defined effects at the set spell level. Do magic-
users still have to be Level 2 to cast Darkness? In the example that you provided in DotL 
#3, the reverse of Magic Missile is Shield, another spell in B/X. Did you compile a list of 
such reversals or simply adjudicate on the fly? Similarly, could a magic-user without the 
Magic Missile spell know & memorize Shield as a Level 2 magic-user & use Magic Missile 
via spell reversal? 

Say, in converting as many rules to an X-in-6 chance, was Swords & Six-Siders 
(https://www.pigames.net/store/default.php?cPath=137) an influence, or did you make 
a leap from B/X’s thief abilities & searching conventions to managing probabilities for 
other actions (Swords & Six-Siders only uses a d6 for all resolution)? I am not sure that I 
could sell my gaming group on X-in-6 for combat rolls that most D&D editions handle 

https://www.pigames.net/store/default.php?cPath=137
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with a d20 roll, whether using descending or ascending armor class. Swords & Six-Siders 
looks like a good game, although straight 1d6 for everything seems limiting. I think it 
requires an actual playthrough to judge well.  

Your healing rules seem sensible. Allowing some hp recovery in a campsite (would that 
apply to a suitably sealed room in a dungeon?) is a good compromise. 

RYCTM on PCs going over the minimum amount of XP needed to reach the next 
experience level, I do allow PCs to go over the minimum amount of XP needed to reach 
the next experience level, but I cap it before a second level is gained. Maybe I was 
unclear or wrote something that I didn’t mean by mistake. In the context of the ToEE 
campaign, the PCs usually return to Hommlet (relative safety but see this installment of 
play reports) before earning quite that much extra XP. Once they take a recess, no more 
XP earning if a PC has earned enough XP to level.   

In DotL #4, page 4, you mention soul echoes—what are they? Acts of faith are cool. 

Dreadsword 4 (Mitch): Phew! What a lot of preparation for Cauldron! The pics of the 
Battle of Emridy Meadows on your blog are sick! I am awed by your ability to use the 
Chainmail rules; I struggle to make sense of them, even though I find WRG’s modern 
warfare rules comprehensible. Do you have any suggestions for teaching oneself how to 
use Chainmail?  

The Dragon’s Beard #90 (Zoch): It is good to hear that the hit-and-run accident didn’t 
injure your daughter.  

Regarding Skyrim: yes, real estate ownership in Skyrim is very distracting! Emma used to 
laugh at me for playing Skyrim over a period of years. High replay value! 

RYCTM on followers in AD&D, I can understand your players’ conundrum. What to do 
with the followers is a different set of problems than low-level PCs taking on hirelings, 
though. High-level PCs receive followers upon reaching certain levels & often by doing 
something grand, like building a fortress. Once a campaign reaches dominion play, I 
think the dynamic changes significantly & followers become personalities in a subgame 
of AD&D: domain management & defense. Take a fighter or cleric’s followers as 
examples. They comprise a corpus of loyal, 0-level troops with up to a handful of 
leveled NPCs as sub-leaders. As stated, they come around when the PC builds a fortress, 
shrine, or fortified house of worship. I think AD&D’s assumption is that these followers 
flock to the PC’s banner to serve as a loyal bodyguard & to defend the piece of 
civilization that the PC is carving out of the wilds. In short, they are not dungeon fodder. 
These might mean that players haven’t much to do with the followers during gameplay 
unless the action is brought to the PC’s domain (there are provisions for this in the DMG). 
This can occur while the PCs are out adventuring elsewhere, become a campaign focus, 
or as an episodic subgame where the action focuses on the PC’s home retinue & the 
leader-type followers. 
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Attacks of Opportunity, Issue 4 (Dylan): Appreciation for your mention of Tomb of a 
Thousand Doors. The Stonehell megadungeon also has dungeon repair crews (kobolds, 
primarily). I recommend Stonehell to any referee. The only pitfall is if you are not running 
the dungeon with a set of B/X D&D rules, be prepared to adjust the value of treasure in 
the adventure. A referee running AD&D or maybe The Arduin Grimoire will severely 
devalue copper & silver coin hoards on account of the different coin exchange rates.  

In our ToEE campaign, I have the temple servitors & other dungeon denizens fortify, 
repair, & set new traps whenever the PCs let up the pressure. The modules themselves do 
not provide any guidance for this kind of thing, just parameters for recruitment & 
replacement of losses. 

I don’t think I checked out the links on page 5 of your zine. Think I will do that now. 
Thanks for providing them. 

An Unlooked For Zine #4 (Lisa): Oh, you like players enthusiastically participating in 
their characters’ deaths? The play reports that I included thish are for you, then!  

I am thinking about your LARP hacks for visually showing participants which PCs have one 
or more NPC hangers-on & wondering if I can repurpose similar visual cues for a 
different gaming purpose. See, I think that my players & I struggle with the sheer number 
of characters in play. Our table has two players running three PCs. There are hired 
hands, animal companions, & a familiar (mounts & carts, too, but they don’t venture into 
the Temple itself). Players & their referee sometimes forget to have some of the actors 
act. This can be detrimental to the party. Too, I think some of the animal companions 
might react sub-optimally in a variety of circumstances, which I should probably enforce 
for added interest & verisimilitude. Maybe I should prepare a cheat sheet with the entire 
party on it (basic, I know).  

That still leaves the dilemma of remembering & adjudicating the actions of a party of 
roughly 18 (counting animals) plus NPCs & the adventuring environment. The players 
struggle with this as well. Perhaps I will take index cards & make a set of action cards: 
cast spell, sneak, charge, parley, retreat, turn undead, close to melee, melee attack, 
wait, & ranged attack. Hm, that is fiddly. Better than committing it all to memory, but 
fiddly. Gotta reduce the number of options. Parley, wait, movement, spellcasting/turn 
undead, ranged attack, and melee attack. Six options are simpler than ten options. 
Players put their cards face up on the table when they declare actions & then all of us 
have a rough picture of the plan of action. It also makes it easier for me to group actions 
that are likely to occur around the same time.  

I surely hope that you have closed your employment gap. 

Overlord’s Annals 4(9) (Attronarch): Castilho’s art on page 4 is great; very illustrative 
of the party wigging out over Ambros’s glow. Ah, the infamous quest(s) in return for 
raising the dead! Poseidon might give Hagar another chance at life but the quests will 
give him many more chances to die again! 
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XP TALLY FOR THE TOEE CAMPAIGN 

Between Bugbears & Ballyhoo #33 and 37 (written for Alarums & Excursions), inclusive, I 
provided session reports that detailed the PCs’ XP earnings. That string of B&Bs covered 
the first nine sessions of the campaign. I resumed the project in E&A #3. I won’t provide a 
synopsis of the campaign in thish because E&A is freely available; have a peek at my 
zine in E&A #3 if you want a sketch of what came before. In Bugbears & Ballyhoo #42, 
we left off at the end of Session 12. Naturally, thish picks up at Session 13.  

Here are the XP gains for the Frog Leg Gang at the end of Session 12/start of Session 
13: 

• Jack Ironheart (human paladin 1) 

o Total XP: 1,859 

o Level 2 requires 2,751 XP  

• John Ironheart (human cleric 1) 

o Total XP: 1,859 

o Level 2 requires 1,501 XP 

o John can train to Level 2 

• Ekim Gnimelf (wood elf thief 1) 

o High Dex: +10% to XP 

o Total XP: 2,099 

o Level 2 requires 1,251 XP 

o Ekim can train to Level 2  

• Ttam Gnimelf (wood elf ranger 

1/magic-user 1) 

o 1,203/1,203 XP 

o Level 2 requires 

2,251/2,501 XP 

• Dame Sonya Ravenclaw (human 

cavalier 1)  

o Total XP: 2,582 

o Level 2 requires 2,501 XP 

o Sonya can train to Level 2 

• Lady Moira Ravenclaw (human 

magic-user 1) 

o High Int: +10% to XP 

o Total XP: 2,549 

o Level 2 requires 2,501 XP 

o Moira can train to Level 2 

• New Moon (elven bard 1) 

o Total XP: 1,886 

o Level 2 requires 2,001 XP 

• Fern (human druid 1) 

o Total XP: 1,886 

o Level 2 requires 2,001 XP 

• Amelie Atugar (half-orc cleric 1) 

o Total XP: 1,782 

o Level 2 requires 1,501 XP 

o Amelie can train to Level 2 

• Omar Atugar (half-orc fighter 1)  

o High Str: +10% to XP 

o Total XP: 2,034 

o Level 2 requires 2,001 XP 

o Omar can train to Level 2 

• Gobi (gnome illusionist 1/thief 1) 

o High Dex & Int: +10% XP 

o Total XP: 1,822/1,765 

o Level 2 requires 

2,251/1,251 XP 

o Gobi can train to Level 2 

thief 

New Moon composed these play reports, although I exercised editorial prerogative as 
needed. 
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Session 13. Reaping 25–26 (07/14/2024) 

The day was half over when the session began, as the party was in Hommlet’s Inn of the 
Welcome Wench at midday. There also were six girls that looked like sex workers with 
an evil human pimp (Jack the paladin can detect evil at will). Ttam paid the pimp to give 
all the girls a day off. Suddenly, Baldric & Fern keeled over, poisoned. Jack & Gobi 
rushed over to the kitchen just in time to see the one who is presumably the culprit running 
off. Baldric was dead & Terjon the head priest cast slow poison on Fern, who is near 
death. Sonja carried Fern to his superior Jaroo, who cast cure poison & saved Fern, 
though he would be incapacitated for the next week. After taking Baldric to St. 
Cuthbert’s church, we learned that his only hope is Mother Screng, herbalist in Nulb.  

Sonja, Ttam, Ekim, New Moon, Jack, & John headed to Nulb with Baldric’s body in the 
late evening. They encountered a roadblock manned by a group of gnoll bandits. A few 
of the gnolls were quickly killed & looted.  

The PCs nabbed 14 gold pieces (gp), although Ekim surreptitiously pocketed 4 gp & 5 
electrum pieces (2.5 gp value). Defeating the gnolls netted the PCs 20 XP each. 

The party made its way quickly to Nulb. Jack & John took Baldric to Mother Screng & 
the rest of the party waited in readiness on the road to Hommlet. Meanwhile, back in 
Hommlet, Omar & Amelie investigated the sex worker’s situation & offered to escort 
them to Nulb. 

Mother Screng revived Baldric in exchange for the promise of 2,000 gp. She also 
informed them that the poison in the vial was often used by high level assassins, but that 
she had not seen anyone by the description of the assassin from Hommlet. The party then 
headed immediately back to Hommlet. Omar & Amelie rejoined the group on the way 
back. 

Meanwhile, Lady Raven sold the small loot in Hommlet for 1400 gp, which split to 147 gp 
apiece (counting coinage we found). 

Session 14. Reaping 27–Goodmonth 3  (08/18/2024) 

Baldrick required rest until Reaping 27, whereas Fern would convalesce in Jaroo’s grove 
until Goodmonth 4. 

Sonya hires a young woman named Lysia to mind the party’s horses for a month & pays 
Carter the carter to keep an eye on Lysia to a total tune of 10 gp per month. Sonya 
intends to train Lysia as her squire if the young woman shows promise. 

Terjon informs the Froggers in the morning that Kenter Nevets called a council meeting to 
address the poisoning/attempted assassination of the party. Gundergoot, Jaroo, & miller 
Mitch were also there. Before the meeting started, John suggests appointing Lady Raven 
to a seat on the council. Kenter politely declined, suggesting that the party did not yet 
have enough standing in the area. They suggested that after the moathouse has been 
secured for a while, there might be a place for her on the council. 



7 
 

The topic of the assassination was then broached. The council suspected that conspirators 
supporting the ToEE are behind the attempted assassination, agreeing with the Frog Leg 
Gang’s own suspicions. Jack apologized for the disruption that the party’s activities 
brought to town, & Kenter assured us that no offense was taken. He also voiced the 
opinion that the ToEE is back in play. Burne said that the Tomb of Serten (who is Jack & 
John’s father) is in the Emridy Meadows & that he was buried with magic items that might 
be helpful. He suggested that the party head due north from Hommlet about 10–15 
leagues; the tomb is by an ancient oak tree growing at the top of a hill. Gobi borrowed 
800 gp from Fern & 700 gp from New Moon. Gobi agreed to do a favor for Fern & to 
repay New Moon at 10% interest. 

On the morning of Goodmonth 1 the party left Hommlet for Serten’s Tomb. After two 
hours, Ttam stopped the party, having heard human voices. Lady Raven’s raven familiar, 
Mr. More, flew high & identified bandits. They were unaware of the party & we quietly 
passed by. A second party of bandits took one look at the party & decided not to 
attack. After an uneventful night, we continued along the road (Goodmonth 1). When the 
road turned toward the west, the party continued due north. After a few miles, the party 
saw what looked like the hill with the ancient oak & a party of gnolls in between. New 
Moon parlayed with the gnolls & they agreed to help search for the tomb for the price 
of 1 gp each. When we reached the tree, there was a large stone with St. Cuthbert’s 
holy symbol. New Moon cast detect magic & the stone was inert. Jack put his matching 
holy symbol on it & a stone door rose from the ground with a matching symbol. After 
solving the riddle (“I am Serten, speak the same, enter forth in order to gain”) we paid 
the gnolls, sent them on their way, & entered the tomb. There was a man lying in repose 
& dressed in plate, holding a shield. Behind the body stood two statues, one of which 
was holding a wooden cudgel. With his detect magic on, New Moon detected magic on 
the armor/body, shield, & cudgel. After praying/speaking to their father, the body 
disappeared, leaving the armor & shield behind. We slept in the tomb that night, 
heading due west on the morning of Goodmonth 2. 

After about six hours of travel, the road was in sight. We found a party of pilgrims 
headed to the church in Hommlet, although they were headed in the wrong direction. We 
led them back to the road & camped with them, telling them which direction to go to find 
Hommlet & warning them about the bandits on the road. Afterward, we head north 
toward Verbobonc (VBB). After a couple of hours, we encountered some gnomes on a 
covered wagon, Zuk & Zana Gnook. They are traveling merchants traveling from Nulb to 
Hommlet. They sell Jack & John a set of stone mason tools for 225 gp. They looked over 
the enchanted gear we found, identifying the shield as a low-level enchantment (+1), the 
armor as a higher-level enchantment (+2), & the cudgel as being enchanted & also 
having a special property that could be activated. We sold our platinum pin & ivory box 
for 2,050 gp (304 gp & 10 sp to each PC). Zuk & Zana also offer to sell our other items 
for a 5% commission. We arrived in VBB midafternoon (about 3:00). When we got into 
town, they sold the rest for 1,300 gp. 
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Session 15. Goodmonth 4–5 

Zara & Zuk Gnook bring back their cousin Breena in the late afternoon. The party begins 
by heading to the inn & making arrangements. Amelie received a prophecy about the 
ToEE at Zodal’s temple. Based on the prophecy, we determined that we need to acquire 
a “golden orb” to open four boxes, each connected to one of the four elements (water, 
air, earth, & fire). Fern headed up to VBB with a merchant’s caravan on Goodmonth 4. 
Gobi cased the alchemist’s shop overnight. 

Ekim pickpocketed randos on the streets, making 20 gp & 10 sp for himself. 

On the morning of Goodmonth 5, Jack, John, Baldric, Sonja, Ttam, & Omar offered to 
guard Lakmed the alchemist’s shop from the Hawkmask racketeers (led by Jubal). They 
agreed to guard the shop for 10 gp each (except Jack, who demands 11 gp) After their 
negotiations, Lady Raven charmed the alchemist & asked him about some scrolls & 
ingredients, which he left to get. Lady Raven negotiated to buy a scroll of exorcism for 
1,200 gp (which was necessary to complete a quest with the thieves’ guild). Meanwhile, 
New Moon, while playing music on the street, saw six Hawkmasks walking down the 
street & followed them to Lakmed’s shop. 

The Hawkmasks turned to leave when threatened by Ttam, but Jack ran up & kicked the 
leader in the butt, enraging him & starting a fight. New Moon shouted that the 
Hawkmasks attacked Lakmed & ran down the street, spreading the rumor as the fight 
continued. The Hawkmasks were defeated & surrendered their weapons & money before 
heading back to Jubal. Meanwhile, Ekim snuck into Lakmed’s shop & stole a bunch of 
stuff. The party talked to Lakmed after the fight & ascertained that Jubal has about 30 
men under his command. 

The PCs gained 18 gp from the Hawkmasks. Lakmed paid the PCs their reward of 10 gp 
each, 11 gp for Jack.  

Several of the Froggers who were eligible to level up took advantage of new 
connections & the larger adventuring population of VBB to train: Gobi, Amelie, Jack, & 
Ekim. 

End Sessions 13–15 

My notes on the apportionment of treasure gains over sessions 13–15 are sketchy. The 
PCs also opted to pool some monetary rewards evenly among all party members but 
only shared others with the PCs directly participating. Then there is Ekim, sneaking extra 
dough whenever he could get away with it. Accordingly, the XP awarded for treasure is 
approximate. The Frog Leg Gang did not fight too many foes during these sessions, so 
XP for defeating foes was easy to track, calculate, & assign. Note that Ekim & Amelie 
did not gain XP over these sessions because they had already exceeded the XP required 
to qualify for their next levels. The Ravenclaw sisters & Omar lost out on XP for the same 
reason as Ekim & Amelie & still had insufficient funds to train. New Moon required more 
funds to train also. Jack made out well because he scored magic armor & a weapon 
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from Serten’s Tomb. This alone effectively put Jack at the XP that he needed to level. I 
could have given more XP but was disinclined to do so because the magic items were 
practically a gimme.

• Jack Ironheart (human paladin 2) 

o Total XP: 2,751 XP 

o Level 3 requires 5,501 XP  

• John Ironheart (human cleric 1) 

o Total XP: 2,507 

o Level 2 requires 1,501 XP 

o John can train to Level 2 

• Ekim Gnimelf (wood elf thief 2) 

o High Dex: +10% to XP 

o Total XP: 2,099 

o Level 3 requires 2,501 XP  

• Ttam Gnimelf (wood elf ranger 

1/magic-user 1) 

o 1,527/1,527 XP 

o Level 2 requires 

2,251/2,501 XP 

• Dame Sonya Ravenclaw (human 

cavalier 1)  

o Total XP: 2,582 

o Level 2 requires 2,501 XP 

o Sonya can train to Level 2 

• Lady Moira Ravenclaw (human 

magic-user 1) 

o High Int: +10% to XP 

o Total XP: 2,549 

o Level 2 requires 2,501 XP 

o Moira can train to Level 2 

• New Moon (elven bard 1) 

o Total XP: 2,534 

o Level 2 requires 2,001 XP 

o New Moon can train to 

Level 2 

• Fern (human druid 1) 

o Total XP: 2,388 

o Level 2 requires 2,001 XP 

o Fern can train to Level 2 

• Amelie Atugar (half-orc cleric 2) 

o Total XP: 1,782 

o Level 3 requires 3,001 XP 

• Omar Atugar (half-orc fighter 1)  

o High Str: +10% to XP 

o Total XP: 2,034 

o Level 2 requires 2,001 XP 

o Omar can train to Level 2 

• Gobi (gnome illusionist 1/thief 2) 

o High Dex & Int: +10% XP 

o Total XP: 2,178/2,121 

o I 2/T 3 requires 

2,251/2,501 XP 

 

Nextish 

• Comments on E&A #6 

• ToEE Play Reports & XP Tally 

• IgTheme essay, maybe 
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NATTER 
 
My zines start reaching the limit with comments only, 
and that’s a problem. It means I have a choice 
between only doing comments and spending much of 
the month on that, or skipping things I’d rather not 
skip. Saying “Just do what you can” is not useful; it’s 
far more likely to make me shrug and decide not to do 
anything. I’ll find a solution I can live with. For now, 
I’ve cut the partial review/reaction I wrote for a 
fascinatingly weird game called Necrobiotic, which 
brought this down from 17 to 14 pages and let me put 
in a two page write up. 
 
Recent Watching includes the Demon Slayer movie 
(very good IF you've been following the anime), the 
Chainsaw Man movie (ditto), Father Brown Mysteries 
(1974 series, expands a lot on the stories it covers), 
Thursday Night Murder Club (by the numbers, but 
stellar cast), and various anime including Case Vanitas 
(vampire stuff), Lord of Mystery (Chinese, isekai, 
fascinatingly complex world), Rise of the Shield Hero 
(isekai with problematic and cringeworthy elements), 
and Dead Mount Death Play (sort of reverse isekai, 
fascinating). 
 
COMMENTS ON EVER AND ANON ISSUE #5 
 
BRIAN ROGERS: I've never heard of Musical Comedy 
Murders of 1940. Is it good? re Puffs: To quote the 
website: "Puffs is not authorized, sanctioned, licensed 
or endorsed by J.K Rowling, Warner Bros. or any 
person or company associated with the Harry Potter 
books, films or play." See 
https://www.concordtheatricals.com/p/65301/puffs-
one-act-edition (the main page doesn't have the quote 
nor does it give any useful navigation clues -- I am not 
a fan of current website design trends). Josh and I saw 
it years ago, pre-COVID, so it may be easier for me to 
say you're fine, but I think you're fine. 
 
re Inside the Library: Yah, I'd be hesitant to let that kid 
gm for anyone who hadn't specifically signed up for 
him to do so. I suppose if he had shown up with a 
group wanting to play in something he ran, that would 
be another matter. re Speed Centaur: He... disguises 
his upper body as a horse head? That is absurdly 
delightful and delightfully absurd. 
 
re Under the Giant's Shadow: Having someone play a 
familiar as a PC can work well. The main thing is that 
the player has enough to do and the PC doesn't feel 

like an afterthought. The cleric modifications you made 
look reasonable, even granting you maybe should have 
gone further. "Cleric" is a weird class in many ways, 
and it's interesting looking at systems that don't have 
it, but are either close in feel to D&D (e.g., Green 
Ronin's True 20) or are sort of adjacent to it (e.g., at 
least the early editions of Legend of the Five Rings) (as 
opposed to systems doing sufficiently different things 
that it makes a little less sense to compare them in this 
regard). 
 
re Roger BW: I've played a couple of one-shots of 
Moonlight on Roseville Beach. I hadn't thought of it in 
terms of PCs caring about things no one else does. You 
may be right; to the degree I thought of it, it was as 
the PCs being aware of something no one else was, 
which may be a distinction without a difference. 
 
re Heath Row re art and rulebooks: For me, there's a 
large degree of "It depends." I love the art in Swords 
of the Serpentine. The art's not why I bought the book, 
but it enhances it. I've drooled over Call of Cthulhu 
books made in other countries, but there was generally 
no question of my buying those, as I don't know 
enough of the languages involved to use them. 
Necrobiotic is a beautiful book, which doesn't change 
my view on some of the backstory or my puzzlement 
about how to run a campaign or even one shot with it, 
but I don't have a problem with the art, quite the 
contrary. 
 
Art did put me off some books as well. I didn't back the 
Discworld game on Kickstarter because of the lack of 
women in the quickstart art, something that didn't use 
to bother me. Fortunately, that book didn't need help 
from me to get funded, and I may buy the full version 
at some point, as I'm intrigued by what I hear about 
the system. I took one look at the core 3.x books for 
D&D and winced because the faux-lined notebook look 
makes them hard for me to read. Also, at that point, 
D&D was not going to be my game of choice. This is 
still true for 5e/2024, but the system is at least 
somewhat better for me (or the tools for using it are 
somewhat better). 
 
Art that makes books hard to read is a problem. This 
was true of a couple of Kult supplements some decades 
ago, and I'm not yet sure how much of a problem it is 
for me with the various games using the Mork Borg 
system that I've picked up. 
 



re Professor Roberts being unable to put down the not-
very-good Tarzan book: Yes. My father read Battlefield 
Earth, told me how in many ways it was terrible, and 
that it nevertheless was a page-turner, all of which I 
found to be correct. re Mitch Hyde re Queen of the 
Demonweb Pits being not a capstone but a trap for the 
greedy: I'd not thought of it that way, but it does make 
sense. What's the capstone, then? re Nero Wolfe 
books: I read a few, but got tired of them quickly. 
 
re Quinns Quest: I've played both Jorune and Nobilis, 
though not campaigns, so I'm not surprised that 
neither is "unplayable". I've played Toon as well, a one 
shot with Doc Cross and a campaign with Lee Gold. I 
think the game is flawed, but it's definitely not 
unplayable! I don't necessarily agree with everything 
he says about Delta Green, which is hardly surprising 
as I've helped do some of the copyediting and 
proofreading, but I appreciate the obvious effort and 
thought he put into playing the game on its own terms 
and doing the review. 
 
MARK NEMETH: I hope the vacation was enjoyable. 
re Eastlands campaign: The art theft thread is 
interesting. I'm looking forward to seeing where it 
goes. I'm not sure I'd have started the scene before 
everyone was there, but this is at least partly because I 
don't necessarily have a good feel for how long a 
combat will take once a system gets at all crunchy for 
me. It's also hard for me to tell how much banter is 
likely to happen, and of course, there's always the 
possibility of "Okay, I don't have the painting, as far as 
I know, but you're welcome to search for it, and hey, if 
I can help you figure out where it is, I will" -- I think 
that's not likely for your group, but one never knows. 
 
Like Wudron, I was surprised at the effort Elia went to 
andhalf wonder if the letter is a cunning trap, perhaps 
poisoning him. re Archlo: Was that body really his, 
then? re the picture of the devil: I would have gone for 
something much more inhuman; a devil-boar, perhaps, 
given that you've said you're trying to avoid moral 
issues and human-like monsters. FWIW, I don't think 
your write ups are too wordy. 
 
re Patrick Riley re Amber Diceless RPG as a work of 
literary criticism: I've been told that all rpgs are, to 
some degree, and certainly, have read others that 
seem as explicitly so as Amber DRPG. (Over the Edge 
and Dogs in the Vineyard are the first two that come to 
mind, but I could make a much longer list.) 
 
MATT STEVENS: Long time no see in an apa! re 
Simian Conquest: That's one I'd not heard of. I suspect 
the Strategist had it at one point, but that's not helpful 
now. re drifting away from the Cthulhupunk crowd: No 
ill-feeling at all. IIRC, you noted that you'd spent many 
years playing the same game, and were ready for a 
change. 

 
As you said, we were experimenting with storytelling 
games at a time when -- well, I think the best way to 
put it is this: 
 
When Josh, Julian, Beth, and I played Polaris, we were 
amazed! Every time we were at all confused about the 
rules, we turned to the book -- and found the answer! 
Sadly, this was very much the exception at the time. I 
won't say that this is no longer the case so much as 
that there are a lot more such games out there, and a 
lot more games where, as with Polaris, we can find the 
answers in the book. 
 
The Writer's Room issue hasn't gone away, but there's 
a lot more variety of storytelling games, and this 
means that some of them avoid it, while others handle 
it better. And, I think relatedly, they also often address 
the issue you had with games that play like cooperative 
board games better. 
 
The "what's my motivation?" thing is more complicated. 
On the one hand, what you're describing was definitely 
there. On the other, that question is something that a 
game generally should address to some degree, and 
putting that burden on the player isn't, IMO, a bad 
thing. Fr'ex, if I'm running Trail of Cthulhu, I'm going to 
have players choose a Drive for their PCs, which is 
basically a motivation, an answer to "why is your 
character going to run towards the danger when 
sensible people would run away from it?" 
 
Drives are a word or three (Duty, Revenge, In the 
Blood). There are some mechanics attached to this 
(following one's Drive gets Stability back; ignoring it 
loses Stability). But the main thing it does is tells the 
players who aren't the GM: You are responsible for 
finding Motivation for your characters to engage with 
the game you agreed to play. (This is not foolproof; a 
player did once decide to interpret their drive extremely 
narrowly. However, this had to do with out of game 
considerations that led them to drop from the game 
after the first session. I've no issue with them; deciding 
a game is not for you is legit.) 
 
In games like Good Society, Main Characters start with 
Desires, which one player considers "more like 
guidelines, really", and I'd agree. Knowing what one's 
character wants strikes me as a good thing, as it helps 
figures out what one wants to have the character do in 
play. Heck, take a dungeon crawl -- is my Motivation to 
survive and get rich? Great! I can work with that. Is it 
to rescue someone, avenge someone, escape, learn 
secrets for my patron? Also great! 
 
This is a separate question from whether you're 
expected to be creating large swathes of the story that 
you'd normally leave to the GM. Again, there's more of 
a continuum than there used to be. Also, matching 



expectations is important. Fr'ex, give me a Belonging 
Outside Belonging/No Dice, No Masters game where I 
know going in I'm expected to occasionally play 
aspects of the world over a sudden unexpected "So, 
what's the twist in the villain's masterplan?" 
 
Additionally, there are more safety tools than there 
were two decades ago, and more nuanced use of 
them. The concept of a session zero, where folks talk 
about what they do and don't want out of a game and 
otherwise get on the same page, is extremely useful. 
 
As for heists, Fiasco isn't the game I'd think of, even 
given you're talking about the subgenre of "heist-gone-
wrong". I've found Fiasco hit or miss for me; either it 
goes amazingly well, or feels very meh. But I'm not 
looking for what you're looking for. 
 
What do you want from a "heist-gone-wrong" game? 
You know going in that this is the genre, and as you 
said, if the characters knew that, they'd do their utmost 
not to go on the heist. If this combination is a problem 
for you, what are you looking for? A game where you 
don't know, out of character, that the heist will go 
wrong? A game where it may well go wrong, and 
certainly won't go as planned, but where players and 
their characters can try to compensate, and where how 
successful the characters are (or aren't) isn't mandated 
ahead of time or based on mushy storytelling 
consideration? There are decent procedural games that 
can cover heists, some more traditional, some less; the 
question is which elements work for you. 
 
None of this is to say either that your perception was 
off then (it wasn't) or that you'd enjoy storytelling 
games now (I have no idea). TL;DR: There a lot more 
storytelling game and there's been enough time that 
some of them are good. Whether any of them are to 
your taste is another question, and while I can make 
recommendations, it's completely fine if you decide it's 
not worth the time you'd need to invest. 
 
re Simplicity vs Complexity: Funny you should mention 
Chivalry & Sorcery, as a new edition of it was published 
recently, along with various supplements. I have no 
idea how well the current edition is written. There's 
also Zweihander and Blackbirds, thick bricks of games, 
and again, I've no idea how good they are. The only 
one I've played of these is Blackbirds, a one-shot online 
session, and I don't think I understood it at all well. As 
with D&D 5e/2024, I relied on the GM to tell me what 
to do, and to some degree, an online interface to make 
doing it easy. 
 
You are, of course, oversimplifying "roll 2D6+modifier", 
and "and guess" is not at all always part of it. Again, as 
you said, it's a continuum, unless you're insisting on 
"and guess" as part of the definition of "minimalist 
games". (And let's not get into "Roll a bunch of 1d6s 

and see if any of them are 6s" Forged in the Dark 
games this month.) 
 
I do care if spaceship repair is complicated if it's 
something I'm expected to spend a lot of time playing 
out or running. Heck, I care if I'm expected to have to 
spend significant parts of the game worrying about 
whether the spaceship will need repairs and whether 
the characters can afford such repairs. I have enough 
of worrying about that sort of thing outside of gaming 
to want it to be anything more than "you need to take 
the job that is tonight's adventure so you can repair 
your ship". 
 
Where it gets odd for me is when one can point out 
that I am enjoying greater complexity than I'd expect. 
I'm not sure if I'm likely to read, let alone run, Fate of 
the Norns: Ragnarok, but Josh noted that I enjoyed 
playing it, despite complexity of roughly D&D 3.x level. 
Apparently, it gets easier for me when I'm pulling 
runestones out of a bag and placing them on the 
diagram. 
 
Similarly, Cortex Plus/Prime, while theoretically simpler 
by far than D&D, has a larger mental load than I prefer 
-- but when playing a game using Paragon, which is 
similar in that both games require assembling a dice 
pool according to complex rules and then counting only 
a small number of those dice, the fact that the author 
created a cheat sheet with a diagram for me to put my 
dice on suddenly made that game easier. 
 
You'd never want me gming Feng Shui, and I wouldn't 
have thought I'd enjoy playing it because of the 
complicated initiative/action system in combat in this 
game where combat is the main point. But Julian 
figured out how to make that easy for me. He handed 
me a bunch of colorful plastic tokens and gave me very 
simple rules: 
 

 The number of these you have is your 
initiative. 

 When I call that number, you get an action. 
This costs 3 tokens, unless the GM says 
otherwise. 

 Your new number of tokens is your new 
initiative. Yes, this means you probably get 
multiple actions a round. 

 If someone attacks and you want to defend, 
that costs 2 tokens. Yes, that means your 
initiative is now lower, and your next action is 
later. 

 
And suddenly, I can handle playing a Feng Shui 
character! 
 
(Obviously, there are other factors, some of which 
you've touched on, like quality of writing; some of 
which involve newer tools, like character keepers and 



newer online gaming options; some of which involve 
source material, as apparently, some flavors of Forged 
in the Dark are easier for me to wrap my head around 
than others; some of which involve podcasts or videos 
of folks playing the game, so while I'm not a devotee of 
Critical Role in general, I watched every session 
available of their Candela Obscura games.) re not being 
able to meet the deadline if you respond to everyone: 
Indeed. 
 
ROGER BW: re Neutral Currents: A duke makes a fine 
blunt instrument for opening doors. re Day After 
Ragnarok: Did the goanna wrestling at least get good 
ratings? re GURPS: Yes, my usual way of making a 
character in that system is to tell the GM what I want 
and ask them to make it for me. 
 
re minigames: I think there are a lot, though it 
depends on how one defines that term. My knee-jerk 
reaction is to say I don't want them in my rpgs, but I 
am quite confident that someone looking at the games 
I play, run, and want to play and run would easily find 
things I never thought of as minigames, but which 
probably are. Heck, I created a small table for the 
Strixhaven game for random items in my dhampire PC's 
"hoard". (It has things like emergency candy and 
cookies for a fellow student, unfinished love poems, 
and the like.) And that's before we get into the exam 
minigame that's rather integral to the Strixhaven 
campaign. 
 
re bad books being more useful as source material for 
rpgs than good ones: Holly Black once said that one 
way to learn to write good books is to read bad books. 
Good books, she said, are often so very smooth that 
it's hard to see how everything works to make the book 
so good. Bad books, particularly ones that are written 
by people with at least some understanding of what to 
aim for, have interesting bones, and you can see the 
bones precisely because this isn't smooth writing. You 
can see what the author was trying to do, and figure 
out where they went wrong, and get some inkling of 
how to do better. 
 
I suspect this is also true of good-enough books. I 
remember one Gen Con where I played a good game 
of Monsters and Other Childish Things, good, not 
perfect, which meant I could see what the GM was 
doing, where it could have been a bit better, where it 
was fine exactly the way it was. I also played in an 
excellent game of Grim War, run by Greg Stolze. It was 
so smooth that I couldn't quite put my finger on what 
Greg was doing, which meant I wasn't (and still am 
not) sure how to emulate it. 
 
re Brian Rogers re endings: I agree. I've done full 
campaigns that could have sequels or codas, and often 
did. My Dracula Dossier game, which may or may not 
Fully Finish some day, not only fits into an arc of 

campaigns I ran, including Call of Cthulhu's Tatters of 
the King and Trail of Cthulhu's Eternal Lies, but also is 
itself deliberately composed of mini-campaigns and 
one-shots (even if these may take 2-3 sessions instead 
of 1). Each leg / arc / campaign / scenario ends / 
concludes. Another satisfying campaign was the first 
Kerberos Club Fate game, which ended with a triple 
wedding on a floating island. 
 
re Mark Wilson re companies that decide not to pay so 
that their debtor goes bust and they don't have to pay: 
Grrrrr. re Patrick Riley re Erick Wujcik: He was 
extremely charismatic. I think I'd have enjoyed a game 
he ran while I was playing it. I am not sure what I'd 
have thought afterwards. re GUMSHOE: One think I 
have discovered isn't as good as I'd thought is its habit 
of renaming skills. In theory, this should be fine, as the 
feel of, say, Night's Black Agents, should differ from 
that of Trail of Cthulhu or Fear Itself, let alone Time 
Watch or Swords of the Serpentine. In practice, it 
causes me much confusion as I try to remember which 
game uses Stealth, which uses Intrusion, which uses 
Burglary, and is it Notice or Spot Trouble I want? Is 
one Investigative and the other General? And stopping 
to figure this out mid-game is annoying. 
 
re challenge of redesigning 7e CoC sheets when Luck 
spending is allowed: Honestly, I'm fine dividing by 2 
and 5 on the fly. Sure, it's useful that all the numbers 
are on the standard sheet, but I don't need that. 
OTOH, given I gather, a lot of folks found the old 
Resistance Table so very complicated, and I don’t, so I 
may be an outlier. re Avram Grumer re Simplified 
Technical English: This sounds like a good thing. 
 
re Dylan Capel re Pendragon: I've not seen the 
boardgame, but ranking Women as the most 
dangerous checks out, yes. re the disconnect: 
Interesting. I've not encountered this, but that proves 
absolutely nothing, as I've only played one shot 
adventures at conventions, and the Winter Phase has 
never come up in those. I wonder if the disconnect has 
grown, shrunk, or held steady in different editions. 
 
re Michael Cule re if a PC is restrained and the NPC 
villain thrusts their big sword of PC-slaying into the PC's 
chest, we're in story territory, not mechanics territory: 
This is not an unreasonable way to play it, so long as 
folks know ahead of time that's how it will go. I tend to 
favor almost the opposite tactic. That is, I like the rule 
from the first edition of 7th Sea (haven't read the 
current one) that says that one needs to decide to kill 
one's foe; it never happens by accident. 
 
re Mitch Hyde: In general, I think you're right that once 
one gets beyond the one-shot, one is starting to shift 
from the horror genre. Sometimes, one can cheat a bit 
by using a single campaign as, er, a Very Long Multi-
Session One-Shot. The tone has to be right for this; 



Tatters of the King is a very different beast than 
Beyond the Mountains of Madness, and both are closer 
to "pure" horror than Masks of Nyarlathotep. Trail of 
Cthulhu's Eternal Lies splits the difference between 
pulp and "purist" by introducing the "noir" tone, which 
I'm fond of. re Patrick Zoch re chocolate-covered 
ginger candy: Sounds delicious! 
 
re Mark Nemeth: I've found that I do like Critical Role's 
Candela Obscura shows, but those are right up my 
alley. They did feel like actual games, possibly because, 
aside from the one hour one shot, they're 3-episode 
mini-campaigns. Of the five full games I've seen: 
 

 One showed me some things I should be 
doing as a GM. 

 One showed me some things I should NOT be 
doing as a GM. 

 Two showed me some things I should be 
doing as a GM and had me on the edge of my 
seat. 

 One was a short entertaining show, and re-
watching it might show me some things I 
should be doing as a GM. 

 All of them probably showed me things I could 
do as a player, but I'd need to re-watch, as I 
was looking at these as a GM. 

 All of them helped me wrap my mind around 
the system. 

 
I don't watch a lot of streamed games because this 
level of usefulness combined with this level of 
entertainment is highly unusual. I've not watched any 
of the Chaosium shows. I have listened to the Yog-
sothoth.com material, which is usually done in two-
hour blocks and is podcast, not streaming. On the one 
hand, that's easier on me; on the other, it's generally 
recorded quietly enough that I can't, fr'ex, easily listen 
to it at the gym. 
 
re Trail of Cthulhu having the players come up with 
reasons for their characters to fight monsters: Exactly. 
This is what the Drive mechanic does and why I like it. 
Yes, there are places where, Drive mechanic (or 
equivalent) or not, I would be on the players' side if 
they said, "It makes no sense for our characters to do 
X" (*), but on the whole, I'm not in favor of making the 
GM cajole players to play the game they agreed to 
play. 
 
(*) Two examples that come to mind are: 

 The Call of Cthulhu convention game where 
two of us wanted our characters to go up to 
the surface from a mine to make a single 
phone call to alert the authorities that a Whole 
Lot of Explosives had been stolen. This idea 
was vetoed. One player said (roughly): "I 
don't want to hold up the game, so we'll go 
along with that, but for the record, this is total 

bs." The other player was me, and I agreed. 
We weren't trying to break the adventure or 
even get authorities to help -- we just wanted 
our characters to alert them to what seemed a 
highly dangerous mundane situation. In 
fairness to the GM, there was a PC who had a 
vested interest in quickly resolving the 
situation, and that PC was the boss, but 
honestly, letting us establish that we took the 
time to go up in an elevator, make a phone 
call, and go back down would not have broken 
anything. (Yes, I know the elevator would 
take a while, but at most, I reckon that would 
be an hour, and I suspect more like half an 
hour, tops.) 

 The Night's Black Agents published scenario I 
ran where the Agents, who were heisty-
criminal types who'd agreed to do three 
heists, discovered that the third "heist" was an 
assassination. I ran this with my home group 
as part of the multi-mini-campaign Dracula 
Dossier, and agreed that this was an odd 
twist. This actually worked out well because I 
was completely fine with the Agents going 
way off script and cutting a deal with their 
supposed enemy. That made sense to all of us 
and allowed me to do a callback to a previous 
mini-campaign, with one former PC now being 
an enemy-turned-ally NPC. In fairness to the 
scenario author, there were 6 pre-gens, and I 
had 4 players. The 2 pre-gens left unplayed / 
as NPC backup were the nastiest of the 
bunch, and might have gone along with the 
surprise-assassination mission. 

 
re Brian Misiaszek re being on edge when playing 
insane people: Indeed. I've read about too many real 
world instances where those called to help someone 
considered insane wound up harming them to be 
comfortable with movies that make people who were 
institutionalized the scary mastermind-y villains or with 
scenarios that do likewise, which makes for an 
interesting tension, given what I run. 
 
There are, I'm happy to say, some examples of 
scenario authors getting it right. Fr'ex, there's one 
scenario with a woman who is constantly described as 
"simple", to the point where I want to yell at the author 
that they don't have to repeat "poor, simple" every 
time they mention the NPC. But -- 
 
This NPC has specific coping mechanisms and rules 
that work for them. And late in the scenario, where all 
heck is breaking loose, their family is frantic because 
they've gone missing, along with one of the family's 
children. And it turns out that the two people weren't 
exactly "missing" -- they had planned to spend that day 
together, going out for a meal or something, and the 
rest of the family forgot this. It's understandable that 



they forgot, given the situation, but when I reread the 
scenario before I ran it, I was thoroughly delighted that 
the "poor, simple" neuro-atypical NPC was doing 
exactly what they were supposed to do, and their 
"saner" neurotypical relatives were freaking out 
because they'd forgotten something that had been 
arranged weeks ago. The repeating phrase 
notwithstanding, this is an example of excellent 
representation. 
 
re Cthulhu Eternal: Ah! Thanks for the look behind the 
curtain on this. I think I have most, if not all, of what's 
available for it, including the World War I and II books. 
re the switch to free software freeing up one of the 
sysadmins to do more useful work: Heh! Sadly, there 
are programs I find work better for me than the free 
ones, but I'm definitely in favor or this. 
 
re reading a tome in Classic Call of Cthulhu not causing 
"an immediate screaming bout of madness": Really? Do 
the normal rules for Sanity not apply? I was under the 
impression that losing >5 Sanity and making a 
successful Idea roll still caused Temporary Insanity and 
losing 20% or more of one's Sanity from any single 
source, including a tome, caused Indefinite Insanity. 
The Keeper Rulebook confirms this, and also says on p. 
154: "Failing a Sanity roll always causes the 
investigator to lose self-control for a moment, at which 
point the Keeper should choose an involuntary action 
for the investigator." And p. 174 does indeed have an 
example of a PC having a screaming bout of madness 
after losing 6 Sanity while reading a "flawed" copy of 
the mythos tome Book of Eibon. 
 
re me re cat/dog cam: I bet they're playing their own 
online rpgs. re one-shot combat openings: That's often 
the case, though, I think, not always. I shall try to pay 
more attention so I can see when it is and isn't the 
case. re my Dracula: Good point. I decided he'd been 
Nicolaus Olahus originally, after reading 
https://pelgranepress.com/2013/10/24/the-call-of-
chicago-7-draculas-no-waiting/. The idea of him as 
Dracula boggled and intrigued me, and making him a 
mild neophile made sense. (I would have gone for 
Michael the Brava aka Mihai Viteazul aka Mihai Patrascu 
if I'd known of him earlier, but perhaps next time I run 
this campaign.) I suspect a couple of less powerful 
surviving vampires, including the one who's a former 
PC, also have a mild case of neophilia. 
 
re Joshua Kronengold re the problem of squishing 
multiple rpg tables into one room: Yes. I can deal with 
this, but it's great when that doesn't happen. I 
remember one time it was a bit surreal because one 
table started singing "Kumbayah" when a PC at our 
table was in extreme danger. (We were playing an odd 
all-children World of Darkness game, while they 
seemed to be playing something that might have been 
Teenagers From Outer Space or something with sports 

and superheroes, but this was long enough ago I might 
well be completely wrong about that.) re SJG paying 
what they agreed to pay and on time: Kudos to them. 
 
JOHN REDDEN: re Storybrewers Bingo: This wasn't 
for generating backstory. It's like if you're watching 
Star Trek with a bingo card with squares like "McCoy 
says "I'm a doctor, not a ..." or "Scotty says "The 
engines can't take any more!"". We marked squares 
based on whether or not what was written in them had 
ever happened to any of our characters in past games. 
That said, we could probably use the blank squares on 
the bingo cards to inspire us for future characters -- is 
that what you meant? 
 
re emotional play: This has nothing to do with 
criticizing the GM. It could be: 
 

 Playing out romance and flirting, something 
that may well come up in a Good Society 
game. 

 Agonizing over a difficult decision in-character, 
which happened in Phoenix Dawn Command 
as all four PCs discussed, in various degrees of 
intensity, whether or not to accept a devil's 
bargain they'd been offered. 

 Debating long term goals which are not likely 
to come up in the campaign in practical terms, 
when the PCs have wildly different priorities 
and philosophies, which also happened in the 
Phoenix Dawn Command game. One player 
joked that his character and mine kept having 
what was essentially the same argument, 
which wasn't entirely correct, but neither was 
it entirely incorrect. 

 Family drama. Fr'ex, one of the most intense 
scenes in a game of Downstairs at the Abbey, 
a Good Society hack where everyone has two 
main characters, one upstairs (noble) and one 
downstairs (servant) was when the 
housekeeper, who was, iirc, related to the 
noble family, finally asked the head of the 
family why she wasn't being given her due. It 
wasn't over the top, but it was riveting. 

 I've been in more than one fine scene, in both 
rpgs and larps, where I'd describe the 
deliberately understated emotional play 
between me and another player as "being 
British at each other". 

 Monologuing, which is built into Good Society 
and most of its hacks. 

 
re you burning out quickly on medieval archetypes: 
That makes sense. While I agree with Roger that a lot 
of what we see in games that theoretically use a 
medieval or medieval-adjacent setting is actually USA 
western setting in medieval garb, we still perceive it as 
basically medieval, and there's a lot of it. 
 



I thought the closest to a medieval game I played 
within easy recollection was Lee's Spanish Expedition in 
2021. Checking, it turns out I was wrong -- you could 
consider Trials and Tribulations of Avoka Season 2, 
which was February 2024. One might consider the 
Dreamation Everway one-shot Survivors Guide to 
Dungeon Realm medieval, as it's a nod to Delicious in 
Dungeon, an anime that is itself leaning on traditional 
rpgs with medieval(ish) settings. I'm not sure if The 
King Is Dead, also a one-shot at Dreamation, counts. It 
might, having a very Game of Thrones feel. And 
possibly Verge, a playtest of about half a dozen 
sessions or so. More than I'd thought, but less than I 
might have expected, which is interesting. 
 
In the last year or two: I've run Swords of the 
Serpentine, which is more Renaissance and definitely 
more Fafhrd and Grey Mouser in feel. I've run Trail of 
Cthulhu, which is set in the 1930s, and Urban 
Shadows, which we agreed to set in 201X, i.e., pre-
pandemic, but basically modern day. I've played in 
Harlem Unbound, which is 1920s; Crown of Creation 
(Trail of Cthulhu), 1960s; Take the Universe: Power is 
Fleeting, Love is Eternal, bonkers science fantasy space 
opera setting that draws on some of the bonkers 1980s 
movies; Strixhaven, which is D&D, so should feel 
medieval-ish, but feels more Renaissance-y, perhaps 
because of the college setting; Phoenix Dawn 
Command, which feels to me only like itself, though I 
could see you finding it too medieval for your tastes; 
our various playtests of Dangerous Refuge, all of which 
thus far have had contemporary settings; and Streets 
of Jade playtests, with an alternate 1940s-ish setting 
with magical martial arts, based on Fonda Lee's Green 
Bones saga. (It's like The Godfather movies, but with 
martial arts fueled by magical jade.) 
 
PEDRO PANHOCA DA SILVA AND CAMILA 
LOURENCO PANHOCA: re Jack and the Ten Bean 
Stalks: Fascinating. I like the ending where the giant 
survives, shrinks, and joins the community. 
 
MITCH HYDE: Enjoy Cauldron! re video stores: I 
remember the time before they existed, and I 
remember patronizing them and combing through my 
local library's video section, borrowing the 4 Kurosawa 
films it had. My father preferred Betamax, so 
eventually, of course, we had both a Betamax and 
VHS. It feels weird having seen video stores both come 
and go. re Hellraiser: I suspect that might still be too 
intense for me, although I do enjoy Tom Smith's song 
based on the movie: 
https://tomsmith.bandcamp.com/track/hellraiser 
 
ERICA FRANK: Welcome! I'd like to play some 
DresdenFiles Accelerated and perhaps The Between, 
but I suspect I'm in / running as many games as I can 
comfortably handle right now. I'm curious about the 

Fate rules for Shadowrun 2 and, to a lesser degree, 
D&D 3.5. 
 
re your games: As I fell hard for The Untamed and am 
working my way through the manhua, I grabbed for 
Quill Untamed, which looks hilarious and potentially 
astonishingly moving. Josh and I have (very) vague 
plans to do a larp in the mode of The Dance and the 
Dawn (where one is trying to find one's true love while 
dancing and dueling, a sort of speed dating game) but 
using characters from The Untamed (with characters 
from some other C-Dramas layered onto them to mix 
things up and make for a richer experience), where the 
goal is to find one's soulmate, whether one defines that 
sexually, platonically, or in some other way. 
 
In classic Dance & Dawn games, the world broke 
because the relationship between the Ice Queen and 
Ash Duke went sour. For full success in the game, all of 
the True Love couples should be paired at the end and, 
for bonus points, the Queen and Duke should be 
reconciled. For The Untamed Remix (or, as I like to 
think of it, the I Can Explain! Remix, for reasons having 
to do with other ways of translating the title of the 
show), the world broke because of a platonic 
relationship going sour -- the relationship between the 
Wei Wuxian analog and the Jiang Cheng analog. 
 
re Six Figures Under: I love the alternative title. Turns 
out I already own this, as it was in one of the several 
itch.io bundles I've purchased. It looks like a good 
enough writing exercise to give the right sort of 
students. re DresdenFiles Accelerated: In any game I 
have run or am likely to run set in that world, as far as 
I am concerned, there never was a Harry Dresden. The 
PCs are the game world's equivalent of Harry and the 
other major characters. 
 
I did play in one game where Harry Dresden showed 
up, and it worked very well because it was a game of 
Fiasco. It used the Hocus Focus playset where 
everyone creates characters who are very minor 
villains. These characters have very minor schemes, all 
of which were going so well (maybe) until the mid-
game Twist, which is when Harry Dresden shows up. 
 
A Sense8 game would be interesting. I'm not sure that 
you need to do more than say that any player can have 
their PC advise all the others, and perhaps that, for a 
Fate point, anyone can draw on another PC's skill. 
Sure, you can get more complicated, but the tricky 
thing, IMO, is to make sure that no one's PC is more 
useful in play than everyone else's. 
 
re Midnight at the Well of Souls and how you'd rather it 
had a better system: I hear you. The question is what 
feel you want the game to have. I enjoyed the series 
when I read it, back when there were only 5 books, 
and I don't know how well it would hold up for me 



today. If I were to play an rpg in that setting, I'd want 
a simple way with coming up with a huge variety of 
alien species. The more challenging thing would be 
answering the question "Okay, now what do we do in 
the game?" re Star Wars RPG: While I've played a 
couple of sessions of this, my system of choice for the 
Star Wars setting is, probably unsurprisingly, Fate 
Accelerated. (A friend of mine says that Fate 
Accelerated jumps onto the table and shouts "Use ME 
for Star Wars!") 
 
re me: The ashcan of Curseborne has the scenario I 
played in at DexLite. The thing about the ending wasn't 
that it was "you lose; sucks to be you" per se; I enjoy 
Call of Cthulhu games and Bluebeard's Bride scratches 
an itch I didn't realize I had. Part of it's the context; 
I'm not playing an ordinary human confronting the 
reality of being utterly insignificant on an insignificant 
planet that's ultimately doomed to have its anomalous 
safety bubble popped. I'm not playing an aspect of 
Bluebeard's powerless nameless bride. I'm playing a 
supernatural being who is supposed to be at least 
somewhat competent. Part of it is that there was never 
a chance to save the NPC. Having failure on the table is 
fine; indeed, it's usually essential. And part of it is 
mismatched expectations. The blurb implies that 
there's a chance to "win" when there isn't. 
 
re more structured session 0: Good Society does 
structure the session 0, but it's also starting with a lot 
of constraints. This works for me, but I don't know if it 
would work for you. I backed the kickstarter for 
Session Zero System, but haven't yet read it, so I don't 
know what it covers. 
 
GABRIEL ROARK: re Myles Corcoran: He is a great 
player in any rpg. I should look for Garavogue. Thanks 
for the recommendation. re Patrick Riley re the 
challenge of mapping natural caverns: While not a 
solution, there is a fascinating solo game, Thousand 
Year Campfire, or Old Morris Cave: A Continuous Use 
Campsite in Mammoth Cave National Park, An 
Excavation. It's by Tim Hutchings, the same person 
who wrote Thousand Year Old Vampire. 
 
re me re Dracula: Thanks! I asked folks what 
advantage he'd have getting in on the ground floor of 
psychoanalysis, as it were, and one person had a lovely 
disturbing vision of a vampire sitting virtually invisibly, 
with a Don't Notice Me hypnotic effect, while a 
psychologist had therapy sessions with various 
patients. Not what I had in mind, but hilarious. re you 
making a terrible frost giant: Oof! I hope the arm's 
healing well? 
 
MYLES CORCORAN: Sympathy to you and Sam on 
the health issues! While I did miss the Mouseritter write 
up, I enjoyed the Kreigsnesser write up. re Brian Roger 
re the twist of killing things and taking back your stuff: 

Or not killing things. I'm thinking of a scenario I've 
enjoyed playing and running, where the PCs may well 
resort to violence to reclaim their property, but are 
likely to stop well short of lethal violence. 
 
re Roger BW: re Cthulhu Eternal: Were you able to get 
it via the Bundle of Holding offer? If so, was it 
watermark free? re Heath. Row: IIRC, iHunt is an rpg 
about hunting monsters in the gig economy. re Paul 
Holman: We have Windows 11, and while it functions, I 
wouldn't mind debloating it and removing its 
surveillance spyware. How does one do that, or is it a 
bit late at this point? re RuneQuest editions: Thanks for 
the chart. It's helpful, although, inevitably, already out 
of date, lacking Rivers of London, and probably other 
titles with which I am unfamiliar. re Mark Nemeth: I am 
likewise not invested in D&D combat, though I find the 
Strixhaven game fun. Combat isn't its focus, which 
helps, and any non-sports combat feels more 
Buffyesque in mood (if not system), which also helps. 
 
re me re your At the Table bingo card being nearly full: 
I am not at all surprised. re why Swords of the 
Serpentine is my favorite flavor of GUMSHOE: Yes, it's 
more than just being recent, although that does mean 
it has rules to deal with some of the weaknesses and 
annoyances of earlier games, such as refresh tokens, 
an economy that allows spending Investigative points 
to create pools of General points, rules for social 
combat, teamwork rules allowing those better at Sway 
to help those better at Warfare and vice versa, and 
rules for NPCs that give set bonuses rather than 
requiring me to decide how many points to spend on 
their attacks, which means I don't feel like I'm deciding 
the result of combat by fiat. 
 
SotS is FUN and prioritizes agency, fun, and letting PCs 
be cool and awesome. There are refreshingly few 
General skills. The character sheet looks good. The 
game looks at other plots besides mystery solving per 
se. The world is cool, and as Rob Donoghue notes, one 
can quickly list a few important differences, such as the 
importance of swans and statues, and the bonkers 
varied rates of sinking buildings. 
 
It's one of the few fantasy settings that gives women a 
higher social status, rather like the Astreiant stories of 
Melissa Scott and Lisa Barnett, which means it doesn't 
feel cliched or satirical,. There's a refreshing lack of 
heteronormativity without making a big deal about it. 
There's also good support for the game: Page XX 
articles, a book of four scenarios with pre-gens, and 
one forthcoming campaign that we helped playtest. 
The authors of the core book are on the Pelgrane 
Discord, and are friendly and willing to answer 
countless questions. 
 
MICHAEL CULE: The Names That Live sounds 
awesome. Sympathy on the head cold. Don't give up all 



your pleasures! I understand relinquishing ones that no 
longer give you enough pleasure to be worth the 
hassle, though. 
 
re Glamour Days And Nights: I love Sandene's worry 
that, because of the failed Hate Praxian roll, Vishi will 
start to think she likes him. I see no reason there can't 
be glockenspiels in Glorantha. re whether the group 
could cross the road before the parade arrived: Unless 
you have some reason to want it otherwise, I agree 
you should let them have their way. I might rule that 
everyone around will remember them as the people 
who dashed across the road rather than wait a few 
moments for the parade to pass. re The Great Sister 
tracking Jarathir: Ah, I see you already thought of that. 
The restaurant interlude was amusing. 
 
Why am I not surprised that there is a family living 
illegally in a yurt on the roof of the building where the 
PCs live? re the moment of tragedy and your comment 
to me re context of the campaign: I didn't get it until I 
did a google search. The sudden disaster offstage 
reported by the Janitrix was Dragonrise, correct? re 
20% in one's own culture: Given it's culture, not 
subculture, I agree with you, although I'd be likely to 
rule in many cases, a la Delta Green and, no doubt, 
other systems, that in many cases, that 20% merits an 
automatic success. 
 
re me re panel with GRH: Sympathy. Moderating panels 
is hard work. re Six Gods: Fair point. I agree "Youth" 
doesn't specify "male", and I don't know a synonym 
that does. re removing irrelevant earthquake stuff: 
From Telleuric Dracula? I think it's easy enough to just 
ignore. If you like, I can check what I did, which I think 
was to use earthquakes and the earthquake machine 
as a way to access Castle Dracula, which I put in an 
interdimensional space. The whole business with 
"Harker" and the blue flame was a ritual to open the 
way. Earthquakes otherwise were probably connected 
to the Chthonians. I can email you details if you want. 
 
re Timothy Collinson: In general, I agree with Chris 
about gaming to play someone I'm not, though with 
sufficient warning and a setting I feel comfortable 
playing myself in, I might make an exception. re Clark 
Timmins: I am often quite willing to tell players OOC 
that they've fixated on something irrelevant. This is 
especially true when running mysteries, as those are 
challenging enough without accidental red herrings.  
 
re Roger BW: I'm afraid I don't know anything about 
plate tectonics either. re city maps: Generally, I agree. 
Usually, it's mostly necessary to know where important 
locations are relative to one another. Where I am likely 
to disagree with you is when I use a real world setting, 
which is a different kettle of fish. There, I can often 
find a map that already exists, especially for modern 

day settings. re what RACHE means in your game 
world: Perfect! 
 
re Brian Misiaszek re reacting to things because our 
ancestors did: Like the experiment with chickens? 
Chickens are occasionally preyed upon by hawks. The 
chickens learn a fear reaction to the shadow of a hawk. 
Breed those chickens a few generations and raise the 
latest generation entirely in a barn, having never seen 
the outside, having never seen the sky. Rig up a fake 
hawk shadow, and these chickens, who should have no 
context for it, nevertheless, I am told, have the same 
fear reaction. re Joshua Kronengold re Once Upon a 
Time: While it is absolutely possible to create genre 
themed cards, we have found that one can go far 
without them, simply shifting into the genre we want. 
IIRC, Matt Stevens once started by introducing a drug 
dealer, and my first thoughts were all about figuring 
out away to get to my ending card, the one about 
“they are dancing there still”, which seemed to me 
utterly compatible with a tale about drugs. And there 
was the game where folks at Columbia University told a 
post-apocalyptic version of Romeo and Juliet set in NYC 
where the feuding families were gangs from Columbia 
University and New York University. So definitely make 
new cards if you are so inclined! 
 
PATRICK ZOCH: re various programs from Affinity to 
Inkscape: I need something akin to the old Osborne 
Busy People series. Their books deliberately taught in 
small bit and made me eager to try what I learned. re 
Brian Rogers: I do like the distinction between 
equipment treasure and treasure that isn't equipment. 
 
re me: Good point about the humans in Magical Kitties. 
re Masks: Yes, Adults are obstacles in that game. Thy 
literally try to define the PCs tell them who they are 
and should be. Mechanically, even in an utterly positive 
relationship, adults aren't nurturing and supporting 
their children. The most they can do is define the hero 
in a way the hero and player find helpful / desirable. 
Overcoming a single adult's influence to the point 
where that specific adult can no longer influence one is 
a big deal. To put it another way, in the same spirit 
that inspired "a BRPS character sheet is a list of things 
my pc sucks at", one GM noted that having playbook in 
Masks (aka having a character sheet) "means you 
suck". Not sucking means growing up and outgrowing 
playbooks, becoming a paragon of the city, which, in 
Masks, means you can no longer play the character. 
 
re Sources of Stability: Yes, it comes down to player 
skill. re how strong the halfling in Fellowship must be 
to carry all that food: LOL. Josh opines that the food is 
made up of stuff like Tolkien's lembas, i.e. magical food 
that weigh very little. At some point, I may try to read 
the rulebook and see if it addresses this question, but I 
confess none of us worried about that in play. 
 



PATRICK RILEY: re being inspired by games: I have 
been as well, though a fair amount of that has been 
being inspired to want to play specific rpgs. re larps 
inspired by Sandman: I am not sure; none spring to 
mind, although that proves nothing. I did play a 6-
player larp inspired by Good Omens, and that was a lot 
of fun. re Seven Samurai via Avatar: The Last 
Airbender: Intriguing. re The Prisoner: Yes, I recall 
GURPS Prisoner suggesting that one person (possibly 
the GM) play Number Six, and everyone else play 
fellow prisoners, er, villagers, trying to get information 
out of him. 
 
re Adventurers Guild: I gather Millie only lit the candle's 
reflection once and was in no danger of losing Large 
portions of her soul? re Entan's player dropping: Ah 
well. re the standees keeping you honest: Fascinating. 
I love it when tools are useful. *Giggle* at the use of 
Mushroom Kingdom lore. Sympathy re feeling the boss 
fight was lacking. I've been there with Night's Black 
Agents vampires. One GM I know gets very annoyed 
when PCs one-shot their big adversaries. Players 
generally enjoy being able to that, and it should be 
okay, but I do understand feeling sad that the big boss 
couldn't put up more of a fight. re Pumpkin: Could she 
write or could someone write that she's injured, acting 
strangely, or was last seen about to do something 
foolishly dangerous? Or maybe a ransom note? Or 
maybe someone claiming to be a spouse or business 
partner of Pumpkin shows up? 
 
re Michael Cule re enjoying the backstory one creates 
even if no one else ever sees it: Good point. If it isn't 
being shoved down folks' throats (if it's at least one of 
relevant, requested, or invisible to others) that's 
enough reason to do it. 
 
re em-dashes: I intend to keep using them as well. re 
Mark Nemeth: While I also noticed this, I assumed that 
there is either a medical or societal code, if only 
implicitly, that holds that help should be given to exiles 
to ensure a safe birth for a child, at least if such a thing 
can be arranged, and that the infant isn't considered to 
have inherited its parents' guilt. re me re turtling: 
Exactly. re Mark Wilson re Brindlewood Bay as a game 
where players resolve, rather than solve, mysteries: I 
think that is correct. 
 
PAUL HOLMAN: I'd need a docent tour to properly 
appreciate the tank museum. re not succeeding in 
slimming down the game library: Sympathy. It's a 
challenge. re literary influences: I think it's tricky to 
take direct inspiration from Lord of the Rings, albeit not 
impossible. It’s so very much its own thing. I think the 
main thing I took from it is a love of creating 
complicated family trees. Babylon 5 is amazing and 
easier to borrow from; I regret JMS didn’t know for 
sure he'd get that fifth season. I'm both intrigued by 
and apprehensive about a reboot. The Eternal 

Champion mega-series is a great source of shiny ideas. 
I'm mixed on X-Files as a show; as a source, it's great. 
 
re Mark Nemeth re moral dilemmas not being 
particularly adventurous: It really depends. When I ran 
the full Eternal Lies campaign, I quickly discovered that 
I wasn't likely to put the PCs in a position where they 
were likely to die (which was fine by me) and that the 
Stability and Sanity losses were well enough paced that 
no one would have to retire a character because of 
these stats before the climax (and not even then, it 
turned out), unless the players chose one of these 
options for their character (nearly happened, but that 
turned out to be misunderstanding an NPC's offer, so it 
didn't). This meant questions of ethics and morality 
were on the table more often than I expected, so the 
campaign became, in part, a question of how far the 
PCs would go and what atrocities they'd commit in the 
name of saving the world. There was a lot of action / 
combat, as well as a lot of intense conversations. I 
think the first Kerberos Club Fate campaign I ran also 
blended action and philosophical questions, though 
Josh can probably speak to that better than I can. 
 
Player interest in such things is critical, but if that's 
there, I don't think you need to have it be either moral 
dilemmas or adventure. Various superhero stories have 
both. Also, as Josh and I discovered, a surprising 
amount of anime blends high violence with high 
philosophical debate of entire systems of ethics, 
government, morality, and so on. 
 
One of the less extreme or bonkers examples comes 
from the My Hero Academia movie You're Next. The 
protagonist's frenemy and fellow student at the 
eponymous school tells the villain (or so the subtitles 
told us) "I despise your strength!" While it's easy to 
follow the plot in the movie even if you've never seen 
an episode of the show (which has a lot of philosophy 
about what being a hero means and what the proper 
use of power is), for those of us who'd seen everything 
before the final season, there is so much narrative 
weight in that sentence because of the character 
growth it shows, growth we'd seen. That character 
could not have spoken that line earlier, and it would 
not have meant as much coming from anyone else. 
 
DYLAN CAPEL: re Bone Ships: Some books are easier 
for me to read in print. Some are easier to read on my 
tablet, including large hardback rpgs with a 2 or 3 
column layout. And sometimes, which edition of a 
novel matters. I’m not talking about differences in 
content so much as layout. In grad school, 
Middlemarch became much easier to read when I 
returned the 400-page book to the college bookstore 
and took out the 800- page version from the library. 
 
re megacampaigns: Ones I've run, but would like to 
run again: Masks of Nyarlathotep (with the new 



edition, which I've not run), Eternal Lies, and Tatters of 
the King (but with Aviatrix's Trenchcoat rules). Ones I'd 
like to finish: Pillars of Sand (for Swords of the 
Serpentine), Dracula Dossier (for Night's Black Agents, 
but with Agents of the Night rules), Fearful 
Symmetries, and A Poison Tree. Ones I've not run but 
might like to: Horror on the Orient Express (would take 
a lot of work), Cassilda's Song (once it's out), maybe 
Ocean Game, a Candela Obscura game, possibly the 
scenarios from Chaosium's Berlin sourcebook, possibly 
Children of Fear, Sutra of Pale Leaves, Impossible 
Landscapes, and (in my dreams or nightmares) God's 
Teeth. That's just off the top of my head, of course. 
 
JIM ECKMAN: "GR" = "Goodreads"? re growing up 
phase: It isn't common in rpgs, true, but there are 
some that have it, including Castles in the Air, a Good 
Society hack which draws on authors like Louisa May 
Alcott and L. M. Montgomery, rather than on authors 
like Jane Austen. There are games harder to find, given 
the firehose that is itch.io and small indie rpgs in 
general, that focus on coming of age (the Powered by 
the Apocalypse game Masks is arguably one of these, 
and one could make a case for Monsterhearts) or on a 
pattern of the PCs going on a portal fantasy trip, first 
as children and then as adults. I got to playtest the first 
half of one such game at Metatopia in 2024, and had a 
blast. I don't know where it stands in development. 
 
I see I correctly identified the Heinlein. I've only read 1 
book by Norton and wasn't any of the ones you listed. 
re me: Thanks! 
 
MARK WILSON: You're extremely professional about 
the job hunt. re companies' lack of professionalism: I'm 
curious about what you mean. I know I have often 
been annoyed when I got interviewed by companies 
that did not do me the courtesy of telling me when 
they'd decided not to give me the job. The ones who 
did were the exception, and they were always 
professional and encouraging. 
 
re Doctor Who as a source of good plots: An excellent 
point. There were a lot of complex plots over the years. 
I'm particularly intrigued by the idea of using the plot 
of "Caves of Androzani". I've definitely lifted characters 
from various sources. I read your online essay. I don't 
entirely agree re keeping as much NPC detail as 
possible and only changing what's necessary, but 
perhaps I'm not defining "necessary" as broadly as you 
are. 
 
I'm thinking of a Sorcerer game I ran where I based 
various NPCs and backstory bits on Ellen Kushner's 
Riverside novels. I hadn't gone further than putting 
things down in my notes, using the names from the 
books, which some of the players had read, but not all. 
One of the ones who didn't suggested that folks use 
Germanic names for their characters, and the players 

agreed. I then did likewise for the NPCs, and I'm 
grateful to that player for suggesting this. I didn't want 
to make the backstory a Darling (in the Kill Your 
Darlings sense), and it turns out that when one 
renames Diane, the Duchess Tremontaine, to Grafin 
Gudrun von Ouranenburg, one thinks of her somewhat 
differently, which was all to the good here. 
 
AVRAM GRUMER: re Alzabos and Excruciations: 
Should I make a game based on The Book of the New 
Sun, I may well call it that. (There's a larp scheduled 
for Intercon X, Tonight, at the House Absolute, which is 
basically a performance of Dr. Talos's play 
(x.interconlarp.org/events/6710-tonight--at-the-house-
absolute#run-7513) but I'm in a different larp in that 
slot.) It could also be the name of an arcane or mythos 
tome. re maps: Lots of campaign possibilities, as you 
say. I know Josh read a book about mapmaking, set in 
a fantasy world, and mapmaking was definitely a 
political activity. Lois McMaster Bujold has a scene in 
one of her Five Gods world book where soldiers from 
an enemy country capture the protagonist, search her 
belongings, and rejoice because they were thoroughly 
lost and she has maps! Maybe they can get home now! 
I suspect something very like that has happened in our 
world. 
 
re recent gaming: I gather the group has now done 
actual gaming. re Scum and Villainy write up re Devil's 
Bargain and the poor doomed cop: Nod. Gareth was 
confused. re Affinity: I downloaded the current free 
version and have no idea how to begin to learn to use 
it. I want to start by creating a character sheet for 
Agents of the Night, and I miss the Osborne series of 
how-to books that. Those accurately gauged my lack of 
knowledge and attention span. (Josh agrees that 
Inkscape is the better choice and may try to walk me 
through that.) re Jim Eckman: I see what you Kipled. 
 
re me re emotional play support: Something in the 
middle, I think, neither or all. I was going to say not 
+2 on a roll, then realized Pasion de las Pasiones does 
this with its moves and "Roll with questions", and 
various other Powered by the Apocalypse games do 
something similar. I was going to be dubious about 
pre-planned character arcs, and then remembered that 
folks at Magpie Games said outright that the playbooks 
in 2nd edition Urban Shadows are tailored to specific 
arcs, which is why they don't recommend having more 
than one player with the same playbook. 
 
Digression: The reason Apocalypse World said not to 
have more than one player using the same playbook is 
that Vincent Baker didn't want to bring multiple copies 
of each playbook to conventions when he ran the 
game. He didn't explain this in the 1st edition, and 
many PbtA games that followed assumed that only 1 of 
any given playbook was a core principle. This, in turn, 



led to some designers building PbtA games where 
things really do work best that way. End Digression. 
 
I want to be able to roleplay, not just do tactical stuff. 
To put it another way, I don't want a game that's only 
procedural. On paper, this means that I should hate 
GUMSHOE games because they're designed to be 
procedural, but I've found that there's plenty of space 
for character development in narrative arcs, angsty 
scenery chewing, and so forth. 
 
Heck, in theory, one can point to D&D and say that 
there's really no room for the emotional play I like. In 
practice, I'm in a D&D Strixhaven game, and there is 
plenty of room for it. And yes, there is mechanical 
support for that, because there's this whole system of 
building positive and negative relationships with NPCs. 
It isn't perfect, and it gives no real incentive to have a 
negative relationship, but it's there, and that matters. 
The setting matters as well, as we all know we're doing 
Wizard College with friendships, romances, rivalries, 
and enmities. And, of course, the group matters. The 
GM knows how to pace and play to the genre 
conventions while still using all the extremely D&D 
elements, and while this group should be too large for 
satisfying play, we all seem to have a sense of when to 
pass the spotlight. 
 
Swords of the Serpentine is the flavor of GUMSHOE 
that most explicitly matches "I can launch an attack on 
a character’s feelings that has as much mechanical heft 
as stabbing them with a knife, and I’m not talking 
about psychic duels", which is one of many reasons I 
love it. It has Gear and defines it very broadly -- a 
maidservant whose name you can never remember, a 
gambling habit, favors owed by various merchants, et 
cetera. It has 3 What Is Best In Life motivators. 
 
But I've seen a surprisingly poignant moment in a 
session of Night's Black Agents, where two Agents, 
working together (in 1989) for the first time since the 
late 1970s, referred to the loss of those close to them, 
making it clear, without saying directly, that they were 
talking about people who'd died from AIDS. Similarly, 
when running Trail of Cthulhu, while folks were digging 
up the grave of the lover of one of the PCs, for 
Reasons, and doing a bit of backstory building, there 
was a moment where we all suddenly realized that 
Martin, the PC whose lover had died, hadn't been 
allowed to go to the funeral, as the dead man's family 
was flat out not acknowledging the homosexual 
relationship, and that one of the other PCs, Joyce, had 
gone in Martin's stead, allowing the family to assume a 
relationship with the deceased, even though she was a 
lesbian. Unsurprisingly, that hit harder than most of the 
mythos horror, and I don't think any part of it came 
from the system. 
 

I think where there's a division between stuff I like 
from systems and stuff I don't, it falls into one of two 
categories: 
 

 The game pushes away from anything that 
isn't tactical or procedural. 

 The game is more prescriptive than I prefer, 
mandating specific reactions or ways of having 
reactions rather than using the mechanics to 
hand the keys to the players. 

 
Until I saw Critical Role's Candela Obscura games, I 
wasn't sure how much space for emotional roleplay -- 
whatever one wants to call it; maybe just roleplay? -- 
Forged in the Dark games allowed. This was despite 
my having playtested Blades in the Dark itself, using a 
set up that bound the PCs tightly as surviving members 
of an extended family that had to flee their homeland 
to Duskvol. I'm beginning to get a sense of where the 
roleplay fits in, at least for some FitD games, but 
there's still also a sense that in many FitD games, it's 
fighting the system. 
 
Monsterhearts, Pasion de las Pasiones, various 
Belonging Outside Belonging/No Dice, No Masters 
games, Good Society and its hacks, these are all games 
that feel to me like they give me the keys. Heck, 
Smallville and Cortex Plus Drama feel the same, despite 
the complicated dice hokey pokey. No one can force 
your character to do something specific, other than 
leave the scene in some manner, which can include 
passing out, storming out, or mentally withdrawing. 
 
Contrast that with the POTs and NOTs from Tian Deng, 
which didn't really do it for me, or with scene between 
Harmony and her brother in the 11 November 2025 
session of Scum and Villainy. In theory, that's a scene 
of talking and emotion, and, well, roleplay. In practice, 
it felt very procedural. And I think that's at least partly 
because of the system fighting against roleplay. Or 
perhaps it's because we're all still figuring out the 
system and once we do, it'll be easier. Or maybe it's 
that the scene really was procedural; Harmony's 
brother was trying to manipulate her and find the Aleph 
Key. Even so, we've seen scenes like that in shows that 
have emotional weight. 
 
In any case, did I actually answer the question? 
 
re Joshua Kronengold re overabundance of skills in 7th 
edition Call of Cthulhu: Nod. It collapsed Fist, Kick, and 
Head Butt into Brawl, and also applied Brawl to small 
weapons like knives and small blackjacks, and also 
there's now no separate skill or subsystem for "martial 
arts". It combined Hide and Sneak into Stealth. It didn't 
combine Listen and Spot Hidden into something like 
Perception (nor did it add Smell or Taste), and it didn't 
combine the social skills, though it did tweak them. 
 



GUMSHOE started from there, with Trail of Cthulhu 
(actually, it started with Esoterrorists, but I'm far more 
familiar with Trail), which leaned heavily on Call of 
Cthulhu. That had three combat skills: Firearms, 
Weapons, and Scuffling. I think Night's Black Agents 
collapses Weapons and Scuffling into Melee, while 
Swords of the Serpentine collapses everything physical 
combat into Warfare. 
 
Interesting idea about considering when the 
applicability of character abilities is established. In 
theory, in a game like Call of Cthulhu, it's in the 
rulebook. In practice, it's often at the table. One GM 
might allow Charm or Persuade, while another might 
insist on one of these two in the same circumstances. 
One GM might only allow Fast Talk if one is trying to 
lie, while another might allow it if the approach is 
defined as trying to confuse the issue so that the target 
can't stop and think clearly, regardless of whether or 
not what's being said is true or whether the person 
using Fast Talk believes it. 
 
BRIAN MISIASZEK: Good luck to Lauren! re 
hauntology and ontology: Delta Green does a 
reasonable job of showing GMs how to keep the 
Lovecraftian Yog-Sothothery weird, both with advice 
and by renaming things. See my comment to Mark 
Wilson about the difference in feel between "Diane" 
and "Gudrun". Graham Walmsley's Cthulhu Dark uses 
some similar techniques and some different ones, 
particularly the insistence that the PCs all are all people 
who are essentially powerless. In your asylum example, 
they'd be either the patients or their hapless relatives. 
 
The paratethys is cool and reminds me of: 
 

 Shoggoths, obviously 
 T. Kingfisher's/Ursula Vernon's novel What 

Stalks the Deep 
 Night's Black Agents's weird alien stones 

vampires, which is itself a nod to Tim Powers's 
Stress of Her Regard and its sequel(s) 

 The Shan (Ramsey Campbell, Mythos) or the 
Johrlac (Seanan McGuire, InCryptid series), 
two species that were seriously messed up by 
what seems to me some sort of telepathic 
contamination that now self-perpetuates 

 
re Habana Horror re Enrique Morales: There's an error 
in the stats: POW is 65, so MP should be 13, not 10. re 
the bokor on the train: It is entirely possible that the 
PCs won't know what's going on until the wave of 
darkness rolls through their car; I don't think that's a 
problem, though. I look forward to more of the 
scenario. 
 
re Roger BW: I like the scenario idea about the buried 
painting and the man who no longer remembers quite 
where he buried it. re me: Thank you! re Jim Eckman: 

Ah, as I thought; the one Norton novel I read was not 
one of the ones he summarized. 
 
ME: For more about what I mean by emotional play, 
the second and third chapters of Critical Role's Candela 
Obscura do a good job of illustrating some of that, with 
the obvious caveat that the players are actors being 
paid to perform. (See 
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PL1tiwbzkOjQwr
PBNkPgQEQtNVDvJwrqTm particularly the Needle and 
Thread and the Tide and Bone chapters.) re my ct to 
Myles Corcoran re playtesting Eternal Lies: In the last 
line of the last paragraph about that, I typed "masks" 
where I meant "maps". re my ct to Joshua Kronengold 
about Resolve tokens: They force people to talk OOC 
rather than just do a thing and make everyone 
immediately decide whether to push back or not. 
 
JOSHUA KRONENGOLD: re Lord of Mysteries: For a 
game in that setting or even using those tropes / 
mechanics, we'd need to know a lot more about how 
everything works than we currently do. Does the web 
novel have an English translation? re Heath Row re 
Worldcon: The gaming panel I was on was so sparsely 
attended (being up against the Masquerade, among 
other things) that we'd have invoked the rule about 
adjourning to the bar if the panelists outnumber the 
audience if we hadn't realized the panel was being 
recorded. I think by the end, we might have had one or 
two more audience members than panelists. 
 
re me re Astreiant astrology mystery example: Good 
point. re making vs succeeding on a roll: Given this 
sounds like something happening in play, my first 
question is: Why does the player know what the 
scenario says? My second is: Positing a case where the 
player didn't know what it said, and was responding to 
the GM saying "Make a Sanity roll", would you really 
think the GM is out of line for not specifying "you have 
to succeed"? 
 
I can put on my editor cap and die on hills over serial 
commas. I totally get "specify ‘succeed’ in the writing". 
But this isn't about that. This is about playing in bad 
faith, or to put it crudely, being a shit. 
 
re playing suboptimally to make up for the game's 
shortcomings: The problem here is that it isn't 
necessarily obvious to the players that Phoenix Dawn 
Command has this particular shortcoming. re Mark 
Wilson re Alice Is Missing: Heck, at one of the Double 
Exposure conventions, a game of DIE started with a 
pre-convention online game of Alice Is Missing to set 
the background. 
 
re Jim Vassilakos re the whole Sanity thing: While I had 
a different answer, your point about our minds not 
being as under our control as we think is valid. I 
remember Avram being somewhat skeptical about 



Sanity loss in one Cthulhupunk session, where folks 
were in Carcosa, and my take was that being in a 
mythos deity's home territory was indeed that 
disturbing. One can look at an Escher painting with 
aesthetic appreciation, but being trapped in an Escher-
esque landscape is different. You aren't looking at it 
from outside; you're stuck, likely getting more and 
more frantic as you try to figure it all out. 
 
re Brian Rogers re people who usually play loners not 
playing them as secretly good team players the way 
people who don't usually play loners do: An interesting 
point, though obviously not universally true. I think it's 
more a matter of recognizing best principles, whether 
consciously or not. 
 
Fr'ex, I ran Eternal Lies, and one of the players was 
trying to play outside their comfort zone, first by 
playing a horror game at all, and second, by playing 
someone with a fair amount of Weird Darkness. This 
was a mixed success, for various reasons, though I 
applaud the effort. After the game finished, one of the 
other players ran Eternal Lies, making various changes, 
and I was one of the players in that game. I had a 
character who, on paper, had a similar Weird Darkness 
set up, but I played this character very differently. She 
tried to fit in, and when given a choice between getting 
information or getting Stability back by getting so 
distracted by how dreamy a professor looked, after a 
moment of analysis paralysis, I went with "What's in 
character? Hormones -- Professor Dreamy Eyes!" and 
took the Stability. 
 
The attempt to fit in, even as it failed frequently, is part 
of what made the character work as a team player. 
This wasn't someone who took joy in being Weird. It 
was someone who tried, with desperate sincerity, to 
squeeze herself into a box and anchor herself to human 
values and to people, particularly the other PCs. It's not 
the only correct way to play this kind of character, but 
it did a good job of keeping me on track. (It also 
helped that I trusted the GM, and that the GM had no 
compunction about reining things in as needed.) 
 
re Mark Wilson re Brindlewood Bay and putting on 
Crowns: Eventually, one runs out of Crowns and the PC 
dies, no? re Roger BW re PCs realizing that in certain 
situations, they can frame events as a non-supernatural 
crime and call the cops: Indeed. Of course, sometimes, 
the Evil NPCs are, if not the cops themselves, highly 
respected / respectable / wealthy / powerful people, 
which makes calling the authorities a fraught 
proposition (or, in Blades in the Dark parlance, a Risky 
Position with Limited Effect). 
 
re Patrick Riley re Amber: IIRC (without, you know, 
looking it up), joining after the auction means your PC 
is not allowed to be better than whoever is the top 
ranked PC in something when you first make your 

character. I don't recall whether experience points can 
boost a PC above the top ranked PC. Probably? re John 
Redden re rpgs focusing on the labor movement: The 
Price of Coal is another one, and we have it. Google 
tells me that there's a Blades in the Dark 
scenario/supplement about labor organizing, The 
Stealweaver's Rebellion. There's also the game 10 
Workers United, which I think inverts the structure of 
Ten Candles, and Owe My Soul to the Company Store 
for Mothership. 
 
re Michael Cule re Blades in the Dark with a mission of 
Wedding Planning: I wonder how that would have 
shaped the fairly freeform roleplaying we did in the 
Cthulhupunk world after Cthulhupunk +20 ended and 
one of the PCs got married. The conceit, as you may 
recall, was that that the other PCs wanted to make 
sure that the couple didn't have to deal with any 
problems. I'm not sure using Blades would've been a 
good idea, but I could see how one could do it. re 
super-specialized games: I would posit that there have 
always been these. Ignoring whether D&D itself is, Call 
of Cthulhu and Pendragon certainly are, and I'm not 
eager for their "era" to pass (nor do I think their 
designers haven't "graduated"). I just think it coexists 
with the "era" of more general games, and I note that 
we both agree that saying one's game is Completely 
Universal and Can Handle Everything makes us, at 
best, skeptical. re Myles Corcoran: I have often said 
that Over the Edge is one of the systems the 
Cthulhupunk PBEM didn't use, as we generally skipped 
the die rolling. 
 
ATTRONARCH: I very much prefer quests in return 
for a Raise the Dead spell than just coin. Was the scroll 
written by the player? 
 
TIMOTHY COLLINSON: re Lost Creche of Perpethwe: 
I love the idea of the climax being a philosophy debate! 
I remember one session of Matt Stevens's Two-Fisted 
Tales campaign where there was a mayoral race, and 
one of the candidates was Josh's PC, and there were 
speeches! The session ended with my character unsure 
who to vote for -- the idealistic PC with no political 
experience or the person who everyone knew was in 
the local crimelord's pocket, but this was a crimelord 
who kept a certain amount of order in the city? 
 
IGTHEME: Issue #5 – October 21st: What media 
(novels, film, anime, etc.) have inspired you vis-à-vis 
RPGs? Anything I like that doesn't run away fast 
enough. 
 
WRITE UP: Magnolia Season: Summary of 
Ultimate Session 
 
This is a game of Joseon Society which is a Penned to 
Good Society game set in Korea. We chose to set the 
game in the Renaissance period, so 



Patriarchy/Confucianism is going strong. Going through 
the main characters (bolded on first mention): 
 
Jin Sook and Moon Jun-Ho were in love. Jin Sook, 
however, was angry with Moon Jun-Ho because, when 
she'd disguised herself as a man and spoke with her 
beloved, he explained that one must have balance in 
one's life, put one's career in a box, one's love in a box, 
and so on. 
 
Jin Sook: But shouldn't love be the biggest box? 
 
Moon Jun-Ho (having no idea he's not talking to a 
young man): Ah, I thought that way too once, when I 
was young. (He's currently 23.) 
 
However, Sook could not stay angry at her beloved for 
long, and cheered on by Jun-Ho's fortune-telling aunt, 
they were determined to wed. This would almost 
certainly not go over well with Sook's family, but 
perhaps things would work out, given that Jun-Ho 
hoped to start a school and already had two students 
of good family willing to speak well of his abilities as a 
teacher. 
 
One of these was my character, Ryu Su-Bin, who had 
started studying with him almost on a whim. Su-Bin 
wished to live in the style to which he was accustomed, 
and had decided to court Jin Sook (who remained 
blissfully ignorant of this), and was surprised to learn 
from his best friend's brother, Dae Haneul, just how 
complicated all this Confucian etiquette was. Haneul 
was studying with Jun-Ho as his exams were coming 
up and he hoped to get a good posting. Su-Bin had 
written to Jun-Ho to ask to study with him as well, and 
discovered that there was indeed a lot to learn, and a 
lot worth learning. 
 
However, he now found himself in an awkward 
position. He had assumed that, obviously, the best 
person to marry was Sook. Sure, there was some feud 
between his family and hers, but it was absurd! No one 
even remembered what had started it, and anyway, 
her family was rich. He thought that his family agreed 
with him, not realizing that they thought the obvious 
person for him to marry was his childhood friend, Dae 
Yeong-Ja, sister to Dae Haneul, as the Haneul family 
had been loyal supporters of the Ryu family. This was 
why it hadn't occurred to Su-Bin; after all, wedding 
Yeong-Ja wouldn't bring in more money overall. 
 
Haneul got the letter from the Ryu family, and showed 
it to his sister, who was very surprised and had no 
inkling that this had been even considered by anyone. 
He wrote to Su-Bin asking about it, and Su-Bin came to 
visit him as soon as possible, apologizing and assuring 
Haneul that he would never have deliberately done 
such a thing without telling the siblings. Su-Bin then 
had a heart to heart talk with Yeong-Ja, who, as proper 

etiquette demanded, remained in another room the 
entire time. The two sat on opposite sides of the same 
wall as they cleared the air. Both would remain friends. 
They would marry, but not each other, and Su-Bin 
would first accompany Haneul as an assistant when 
Haneul went to his posting. 
 
Su-Bin also spoke to Jin Sook's cousin, Jin Hoon, the 
heir to the head of the family, apologizing for any 
confusion, as he'd no idea that Sook had barely 
glanced at the letters of courtship he'd sent her. He 
also said that the feud was absurd and asked if Hoon 
had any more idea than he did what had started it. 
Hoon wasn't about to admit he didn't, but did 
acknowledge that Su-Bin was trying to act correctly, 
had come to him to apologize properly, and that, 
perhaps, someday, the feud could indeed be laid to 
rest. 
 
I'm leaving out some details I don't recall very well 
from the game as a whole: Jun-Ho's aunt arranging a 
rendezvous for the lovers; the siblings' father, played 
by me, talking about his illness and the good old days; 
Yeong-Ja's "friend" Baek Isul boasting about her 
marriage and children and being thwarted in her 
attempt to leave a gift for Haneul with Yeong-Ja; 
Haneul wondering if Jun-Ho's new passion for learning 
was as much a phase as his previous passion for horse 
racing (which is how I learned my main character had 
such a passion); Hoon chewing Jun-Ho out for trying to 
court Sook secretly in the backstory, unaware that the 
courtship was still going on. 
 
A couple of the letters I wrote as Ryu Su-Bin during 
Epistolary Phases: 
 
=== 
 
To the esteemed scholar Moon Jun-Ho, 
 
I have discovered that I lack the talent to write a 
sincere poem that inspires anything other than 
laughter. Might you have time to give me some 
guidance in this? 
 
Additionally, I have learned that my understanding of 
the virtues may be incomplete, and perhaps this 
contributes to the poor quality of my poetry. I 
understand that a man must treat his elders and 
betters with deference and respect, and those beneath 
him with consideration and respect. I do not 
understand the many nuances, or perhaps it would be 
more accurate to say that I do not understand the 
reason for these nuances. Is it not enough to be ever 
mindful of what is owed and due others? 
 
I suppose it should be obvious to me that it is not 
enough. My understanding is clearly incomplete and far 
from perfect. I would rectify this if I can. I understand 



that you are already quite busy tutoring Dae Haneul, 
and I understand enough nuance to realize that this 
surely takes priority over my small problems. But 
perhaps, after he has passed his exams, you might 
have time to show me my errors and how to correct 
them. I truly wish to become a better son of my 
parents and to become soon a good husband and 
perhaps soon after that, a good father. 
 
-- Ryu Su-Bin 
 
=== 
 
To my future sons (*) -- 
 
By the time you are reading this, I will have tried to 
teach you proper values, and you may well be 
wondering why you must learn all of this. I will 
endeavor to explain. 
 
We all need to be taught the proper way to live. If it 
were not so, we would be animals, already knowing 
our place, but incapable of building a civilization. 
 
Not all men make good teachers, and I hope only that I 
have not done too badly before you take lessons from 
one whose profession is teaching, and I hope it will be 
Scholar Moon Jun-Ho, the wisest man I have met. 
 
I came to him a callow man, knowing only that I did 
not know enough about proper living. Many would 
chide me for this failing, and I will not say they would 
be wrong. But he did not do this, nor mock my 
ignorance. Instead, he set about to correct it. 
 
He started our first lesson with the instruction to sit in 
a spot of great natural beauty (and perhaps you, too, 
will sit in that very spot). And at first, I did not 
understand. Yes, it was a beautiful spot, with a 
breathtaking view of a waterfall. But what did all of this 
have to do with our town and proper living? 
 
But as I thought and watched and listened, I began to 
understand. The thousands of voices within me 
gradually silenced themselves, and there was only the 
sound of the waterfall and the birds. The bustle of 
everyday life was gone, and there was only beauty that 
demanded nothing. 
 
This, I finally understood, was the first step, to quiet 
the mind and see everything anew, as if for the first 
time. It is only the first step, but it cannot be rushed. 
Yet, if one stops there, all one has accomplished is to 
sit in silence, which leads to two paths, that of the 
animal, which is not desirable, and that of the monk, 
which is admirable, but not something for which I have 
ever had the talent. Nor would duty permit it, so any 
regret I might have (which, to be honest, is not much) 

would be tempered with relief that I was not suited for 
a position that was not proper for me. 
 
And from there, I tried to take the next step, 
understanding why there were so many rules to living a 
proper life. Surely, one could grasp the essential points 
in a handful of rules! And surely, that handful is where 
one should begin. Why did no one give me that handful 
when I was a child? 
 
The answer, of course, is that I was a child, too young 
to properly understand. One does not expect a child of 
two summers, however precocious, to read and recite 
the Analects. One teaches by example. This I have 
endeavored to do. 
 
=== 
 
(*) Su-Bin is enough a man of his time that it did not 
occur to him to include future daughters. Also, it is not 
unlikely that this letter went on much longer, but I 
didn’t write more of it. 
 
I think if Su-bin ever finds out about Jun-ho's past 
shenanigans i.e., his courtship of Jin Sook), he'll think 
that it's part of why Jun-ho is a great teacher. He gets 
that people aren't perfect and have to struggle to be 
better. 
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Denizens of the Library #5 
A ‘zine for Ever & Anon, copyright 2025 by Brian Rogers 

All About Me 
Thanksgiving is approaching quickly – to be honest 
much of 2025 is a blur – which means prepping for the 
big family gathering. Turkey to break down and de-bone 
for the classic Julia Child Turkey and Stuffing recipe, 
buttermilk biscuits to cook, and then all the stuff the rest 
of the family is making (lovely wife is doing some pies, 
eldest will be home for a charcuterie board and perhaps 
an olive oil cake). Given the age of the attendees we’ll be 
eating early and then everyone scoots by 3:00 while the 
sun is still up, giving the eldest and me time to hop out 
to the movie theater for the third Knives Out mystery. I’ll 
admit it, I am a giant sucker for these star-studded cast 
whodunnits. All points to Rian Johnson and Kenneth 
Branaugh for bringing them back into fashion.  

Work is going well enough. The added contract work 
this year has been helpful for the household finances, 
but I’ll admit that working in the non-profit fields has 
not been great for the old sense of stability: people tend 
to not donate to larger causes when their immediate 
community is being hard done by. (To that end a bunch 
of the frozen meats in our house are moving on to the 
food shares in town so our neighbors can have a good 
holiday; if we’re fortunate enough to have a full sized 
freezer in the basement we can afford the charity.) 

The play went well; here’s a photo of the set taken during 
the sensory friendly production, as well as my Hufflepuff 
Cookies As Trans Pride Flag. Because fuck you, JKR.  

 

Speaking of plays, we did make it out to the eldest’s 
school to see the production of Natasha, Pierre, and the 
Great Comet of 1812 where she helped with costumes and 
did the dramaturgy. The show was performed in the 
central hall of one of the Newport mansions, with some 
seats cabaret style in the action and the rest of us looking 
down from the balcony; amazing production, and we 
couldn’t be prouder of our kiddo.  

Inside the Library  
After 2 months of play the Denizens and I came to the 
conclusion that Draw Steel just wasn’t working for us, and 
we are transitioning back to the 13th Age game at about 
the time this issue drops. You may ask ‘Why?’ 

The first word on the Draw Steel cover is “Tactical”, and 
I have never been into the tactical parts of RPGs: My 
beloved V&V is in theory supposed to be played on the 
grid and it’s just something I’ve never cottoned to. But 
Draw Steel is designed for that from the jump, and I admit 
a lot of the things they built into it are very appealing, 
but it’s a cognitive load in places I’m not used to. Some 
GMs struggle with the theater of the mind, free form, 
Feng Shui inspired combats I prefer running, seeing the 
grid and minis as a scaffolding. For me, they are tools I 
have not (yet) mastered. I think I’d do a lot better with 
that and the monster designs if I wasn’t using the starter 
set but built everything from scratch so I knew it soup 
to nuts. As it was, I was ending each session dissatisfied.  

As for the kids, we started with the pregens but it was 
part of the same problem: none of them had ever played 
tactically before, and none of them really knew what the 
characters could do. When I had them replace pregens 
with their own PCs things improved considerably, but a 
lot of the juice in Draw Steel combat is, D&D 4E style, 
figuring out how the various class abilities interact with 
each other to bolster the other PCs actions. Which is 
great! But it requires a different style of play and 
interaction with the rules than these kids have done. At 
their most engaged they were trying to use the powers to 
do things that worked conceptually but were outside the 
rules: The Talent used Telekinesis to yank the intended 
sacrifice against the high ceiling out of the goblin’s reach 
while the earth-focused Elementalist used one of her 
secondary abilities to build a rock-cocoon down from 
the ceiling to hold/ protect the hostage. This was great, 
even though by the wording of the Elementalist’s power 
it shouldn’t work.  

I will be coming back to Draw Steel. There is so much I 
love in it for how it integrated down-time actions and 
handles the encounter/experience/rest gameplay loop. I 
just to approach it from scratch, most likely by taking 
some of the ideas I’ve wanted to play with in the Gamma 
World setting – building and protecting a community in 
a post-apocalyptic world – and using the Draw Steel 
engine to explore them with more experienced players. 
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Stating up Regrets 5: The Iron Skull! 
Fourth from Jon Morris’ League of Regrettable Superheroes is 
a hero whose name appears to be a straightforward 
description of his powers, but he’s much more complex. 
Gentles and ladyfolk, I give you The Iron Skull.1 

The Skull’s birth 
name is unrevealed. 
All we know is that 
he was an American 
WW2 vet whose 
body was destroyed 
and his brain and 
remaining parts had 
a hi-tech body built 
around them. This 
body is covered by a 
realistic skin, but 
lacking a nose or 
eyelids, giving him a 
singular, unnerving 
appearance.  

“But wait,” you ask, “This is a 1939 American hero who 
is already a WWII veteran?” Well, yes, and this is why I 
picked him for this month. Because the Iron Skull’s 
heroics take place in the far-flung future of 1975, twenty 
years after the end of World War 2! This pessimistic 
timeline has the war ending somewhat inconclusively, 
including land battles in North America. Now the USA 
is one of several major powers, and in a precarious 
position: its postwar government is at risk from within 
by racketeers and organized crime and without by hostile 
foreign states. It’s a unique setting ripe with potential… 
and then Burgos left the book, and the new creative team 
put the Iron Skull in a traditional super-costume, let him 
fly, and had him fighting Nazis with a more normal face 
but no hair. New guys hadn’t gotten the series bible. 2 

We are sticking with the Burgos original: he’s got a weird 
appearance but sports conventional clothing and blonde 
hair rather than bald-with-a-skull & crossbones costume, 
with flight and telepathy with the District Attorney. I am 
also ditching his ring that leaves a skull and crossbones 
mark with his punches as that’s too clearly borrowed 
from the Phantom. That leaves us with super strength, 
durability, combat skills, canny intellect, an electrical 
blast he can fire from his hand, and, of course, his Iron 
Skull. Can’t forget that.  

 

1 The Iron Skull was created by Carl Burgos in 1939 – who also created the 
original android Human Torch – and is in the public domain. Image from 
https://comicvine.gamespot.com/iron-skull/4005-54998/ 

Villains & Vigilantes gives us several ways to approach 
this sort of mechanical being, since it has 3 separate 
abilities that lay out Android vs Cyborg vs Robot. All 
three give a defense type, but Bionics is freeform – pick 
1d6 bionic body parts or system and figure out what they 
do – while the others give standardized abilities and 
drawbacks that include how human you look and how 
much you can heal without repairs. 

Since for me it’s a game of using the smallest number of 
abilities to capture the character I’m going with Robot 
Body, but also ‘cheating’ as you’ll see in a minute. Robot 
Body has an appears human percentage of d%-30. The 
Skull looks mostly human, like if you saw him from 
behind or in a dark alley you’d go, “yeah, that’s a 
human…?” and then you see his face and “nope!” I’m 
comfortable with saying he looks 63% human. If he tries 
to disguise himself as human, he must score under that 
on a d% test. He also can’t heal without repairs and 
recovers Power3 faster than human when plugged in but 
slower when not. He weighs more than a human, triple 
his normal weight to 480 lbs. (and -2 Agility) He gets a 
+17 on his Strength score and the Robot Body defense 
type, which reduces conventional combat to a 10% 
chance. He’s tough, strong, doesn’t look human.  

But… and this is important…Robots get a free roll on 
the device table to balance their limitations. Do you 
know what else is on the device table? Bionics! So, his 
living parts are held in bionic systems inside his robot 
body, and those bionic systems give him more abilities! 
Bingo! Now we’re cooking with cheese!  

What are those bionic systems? I want him to be as 
strong or stronger than Speed Centaur, which is difficult 
with Speeds really high weight. Synthetic musculature gives 
Skull another +13, so he has an 8 ton lift and 3d10 HTH  

He repeatedly fires an electrical blast from his hand and 
recovers quickly, so let’s add bio-electrical generation which 
lets him a) recover Power at normal human speed and b) 
lets him fire a Lightning Control style attack but at 
double normal Power cost (8 points) His electrical burst 
is tiring, using up 1/11th of his power per shot.  

To mix things up, let’s have some of his other bionics be 
how his brain is an add to the robot body, since he’s a 
clever, highly experienced soldier. Bionics #3 is simply 
heightened intelligence +14, improving his damage, detects, 
inventing chance, and power score. The Skull is a classic 
pulp hero in the Doc Savage mold.  

2 The Iron Skull has been rebooted a couple of times, once as part of Malibu 
Comic’s 1992 stab at a supers universe, then as an ancient immortal guardian 
of humanity by Frank Schildiner. Neither of these took my approach.  
3 Stamina in V&V, yes it’s needlessly confusing. 
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Bionics #4 is Weakness Detection V&V’s analytical fighter. 
With one action you can study a foe for an accuracy 
boost based on your intelligence score for the rest of the 
fight; for Iron Skull that’s +9. This usually also reveals 
any rolled weakness, but while I might see 711 or the 
Eye being able to see that someone is vulnerable to fire 
or has psychological issues, I’m not seeing this here. 
Instead, his bonus applies to every foe in the scene for 
the rest of the turn: he can read the scene and act in that 
split second, but the fog of war quickly swamps it and 
the power only helps him against one foe again. The 
Skull only gets 1.5 actions a round, so this is only useful 
when he gets that second action. But when he can use it, 
he can pick up a big, heavy object and try to hit several 
foes at a 18 or less per attack.  

Finally, the Iron Skull hits things with 
his head. A lot. So let us give a 5th bionic 
part of iron skull where a) he can attack 
with his head and add his body weight 
as an improvisational weapon (+2 to 
hit, +1d6 damage) or three times his 
weight if he charges (+3/+1d10) and b) 
any blow to his head has no effect, and 
any round when he doesn’t head butt 
someone he has another -2 to be hit 
because he arranges to take shots to the 
head4. His robot body is still pretty 
tough (and he has 63 HP) but he’s not 
invulnerable the way Speed Centaur is. 
When he builds up a head of steam, he 
can break through most any barrier 
with his titular noggin and be none the 
worse for wear.  5  

All told, Iron Skull is fast (about 15 mph hour run), very 
tough, and insanely strong; he’s the sort of super strong 
fighter who wrecks the environment by using huge, 
improvised weapons, but always with a purpose and goal 
–very much like the Thing in well written Fantastic Four. 
Yes, it’s only 8 tons, so not much compared to other 
supers’ universes, but it’s a lot for V&V, which helps 
keep the game in check a little.  

For his backgrounds, we’re looking at Military and 
Research/Technology (he may not have built his body, 
but he knows how to maintain it). With his high 
intelligence he could be like Zippo making constant 
modifications to his gear, but I more see him helping to 
invent a counter to the villain of the week’s weapons. 
Again, Doc Savage.  

 

4 Any ranged attack that misses does so because it hit his head! Ping! That 
has to be disheartening to his opponents.  

But how do you play it?  
I’ve been building up to this one because I realized that 
the Iron Skull’s alternate timeline is the one where the 
Regrettable’s6 stories are taking place. Like I said, I find 
the setting ripe with potential.  

Starting in 1939 with the appearance of super-humans 
the world timeline gets thrown askew. Super-powers and 
super-technology extend the war another decade and 
brings land conflict into the Americas. I already know 
some of the reasons for this, which will be detailed as we 
explore other Regrettables. (If you think you’ve seen 
strange things up to this point, strap in!) This change 
does mean a change in the Eye, in that I would add 
Dimensional Travel A, travel to and from a particular 

dimension, and the Eye remains the 
contemporary me astral projecting to 
the alternate 1975, trying for my own 
reasons to direct that timeline. This 
combo makes his astral projection 
even more expensive (16 power per 
hour!) but also means his body isn’t 
even in this world….  

For Iron Skull, he makes a perfectly 
good solo hero, and a fine member of 
a team. He’s like Atomic Robo in that 
he is tough, smart, strong, and tech 
inclined; with his military training he is 
probably a decent leader who knows 
squad tactics. As he comes out of 
nowhere with professional clout, but 
not in a recognized costume, I think 
he’s got some wealthy agency or part 
of the US Government backing him. 

Maybe this makes him team leader? 

Regretting what I said to you… 
Matt comments on the Golden Age of comics as a time 
of wild invention: exactly, which is why I love it. V&V’s 
randomness keeps me from a rut, I still have modern 
awareness; these creators were in uncharted territory.  

Myles is right that Zippo feels like an early Daredevil foe, 
with the single device-based power a really silly costume.  

Lisa’s statement that 711 makes a good NPC is not 
wrong: like the Phantom Stranger showing up to tell the 
JLA that shit is getting weird, 711 can sneak into the 
Regrettables’ HQ whenever he needs to warn them of a 
street level conspiracy about to boil over to super-hero 
level, and he thinks he needs some backup.  

5 This image is a panel pull from a complete Iron Skull story from 1940 
6 Yes, that’s their team name. 
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Under the Giant’s Shadow 
I’m going to refrain from any D&D rules mods this 
month so that I can address comments from the last two 
issues in one go. Thanks for your patience.  

Comments on E&A 5 
Mark Nemeth: Several large wheels of cheese!? 

Mouse People! Check Myle’s zine for the lost painting.  
Death by birdshit would be a horrible way to go.  
re Removing the Orc: I have a theory, which is mine, 

that the inclusion of Orc as a PC race in World of Warcraft 
fundamentally changed the way new entrants into the 
hobby perceived them. It's strange for us grognards, but 
for most players in the hobby today Orc has always been 
a playable race with a vibrant culture. Complaining about 
it is like yelling back the tide, he said, his feet getting wet. 

Matt Stevens: Welcome Back! I think you and I 
overlapped for a year or so at my start, but I've been 
hearing of you for years from Lisa & Josh. RE story 
games: You're not wrong, but it is a different sort of fun. 
They are in the same family but they ain't the same 
animal. And yeah, all these youngsters having the same 
debates we were having ages ago is tiresome, but I've 
learned to not get too involved. The worst are full of 
righteous indignation, and I have blood pressure meds.  

re Golden Age being unsophisticated but with 
shocking variety: That's it exactly. I love V&V because 
its randomness can spur unexpected ideas, but even 
those get watered down by my contemporary 
expectation. These are completely off the leash. 

Roger BW: I love the IRC Steve & Terry theme! "I'm 
Jane Freakin' Goodall!" 

re not seeing the point of being in the world if you 
can't be in the big story, which is already told: I've seen 
this expressed in other ways (“if the PCs aren't the most 
important people in the WORLD than I don't want to 
play” was said to me once) and it's not something I can 
wrap my brain around. Any world is vast; their stories 
infinite. It's like refusing to play the Teen Titans in a DC 
Heroes RPG because they aren't the Justice League.  

John Redden: Oh it’s not the current D&D; Under the 
Giant’s Shadow is modeled on the Holmes/Moldvay B/X 
of my youth.  

Mitch Hyde: I just rewatched An American 
Werewolf in London, what I remember as being my first 
ever 'horror' movie (so young I pulled the crochet 
blanket over my face but still looked through the holes 
in it to watch); it held up pretty well, but yeah, my horror 
GM is always tinged with comedy now.  

Re Draw Steel: Yeah 'Director' was a weird choice since 
DS is resolutely not a story game. While not old school 
in mechanically two of the operating principles is 'the 
villain wants to win' and ‘the players interests drive the 
action’, so hardly “lets story game this to conclusion’ that 
Director would indicate.  

ELF: I am on the east coast of the US and have a son 
who wakes up at 5 am and I am NOT running a game at 
that hour. They are in the UK. Or iceland, maybe?  

Re Windows 11 being a downgrade: PREACH!  
While I don't begrudge anyone their love of GURPS 

(and as Roger Bell-West pointed out, when I wrote for 
SJG they paid me on time), being on the GURPS Supers 
playtest for 4E was scarring. So many pixels spilled about 
the tank barrel tensile strengths & what STR Superman 
would need to bend one, vs just ripping the whole turret 
off. RPG designed by engineers for engineers.  

Gabriel Roark: yup, Mahjong. It's obvious the 
moment someone says it. (Repeat this for everyone else 
who was flabbergasted by this knowledge.) 

Myles Corcoran: I feel like you & I are in the same 
boat; lets pledge to make 2026 a more mentally hopeful 
year.  

Is getting the snot kicked out of you the rules as writ 
fail state for oratory? Because that’s hardcore! 

I missed the mice! 

Michael Cule: RE the family of the dragon: I totally 
see how the system would be fighting against that, but it 
is a great idea for a game. Glad it worked. 

As I commented, my players have decided to move 
back to 13th Age from Draw Steel, but specifically to not 
move to 2E because the 2E time skip removed the big 
bad they had made the center of the campaign. I 
appreciated that. 

Patrick Zoch: re hit and run - well that's terrifying. 
Re OSRIC vs AD&D: The perpetual problem with 

retro-clones! fiddly bits! 
re preferring the MI TV series: I knew you were a man 

of taste and distinction. (Also: Farscape!) 
I like the look of the new zine; it feels classic and bright 
Re your image of the Cat PC: the quintessential cat. 

But they wanted something that was more literally a cat. 

Patrick Riley: You didn't have enough > in your 
Timm v Snyder comparison. An infinite number might 
do.  

re Fungus based empires: I love when the empire prior 
to now are not even remotely human.... 

re Em Dashes: yeah, I was here first, ya silly buggers. 
If AI uses em dashes it means the samples they learned 
from - NORMAL HUMAN WRITING - is full of 'em. 
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re never playing D&D that wasn't small unit heroism: 
Which means you've never played the endgame (level 
9+) of AD&D, where the fighter's power base is about 
larger unit heroism. You’ve likely also never played the 
mid-levels (4-8) as designed where each PC has 4-6 
henchmen + hirelings. The adventuring party on the 
Trampier cover has 10 members! But to be fair, not a lot 
of people did play that as designed, which is why game 
design moved off of it.  

re Earthdawn: I did tell the players it was a sandbox, 
so I had no real space to complain, though it did feel like 
a little bit of a premise reject for me to come up with the 
stuff in the area they were heading to and they repeatedly 
noped out of it. My own damn fault. 

Pum: I'm not sure you really grasp the goal of a games 
clean out.  

Dylan Chapel re Parlainth: There are so many lovely 
bits in Earthdawn.  I am too crunch averse for the 
integrated minigames these days, though. It's one of 
those things were I wish there was a system agnostic 
setting book. 

re Soul gems as currency: yeah, Wraiths Oboli came 
immediately to mind for me too. That was one messed 
up setting.  

re random encounters: I really appreciate the Knave 
'event die' where every turn a d6 is rolled. on a 1 there is 
an encounter, but the the numbers include the party 
needing to rest, their torches guttering out (so much 
more dramatic than tracking torch turn time), there 
being a shift in the dungeon environment (similar to 
what you mentioned), there being a sign of monsters 
nearby (roll an encounter, give a sign of that creature, 
and that's what shows up next time you roll a 1), or 
nothing happens. It's incredibly elegant and a great 
prompt for the adventures. I will roll a dozen d6 before 
play so it's both random AND I know what's coming 
(but I roll the encounters, signs, and shift prompts at the 
moment to keep things unscripted).  

re Megacampaigns: I've long wanted to do a proper 
megadungeon, and if we keep coming back to Dyson's 
Delve every summer I will be happy. Ever since the Heroes 
of Battle 3E supplement came out I've wanted to run a 
proper wartime game (the realization that dungeons are 
flowcharts and you could translate flowcharts to the 
battlefield was wonderful); my 13th Age group will likely 
be doing Red Hand of Doom starting January 2026.  

Jim Eckman: I need to study more Chinese history 
as a possible empire model for space opera. 

Mark A Wilson: re MI: it may have been a great action 
series; it's a shame that MI isn't an action property.  

re emails to PCs: this is actually an excellent idea.  

Avram Grumer: <facepalm> over the spelljammer 
campaign. As for the Gene Wolfe apa, well that would 
be specialized! 

Re Sentinel Comics: Oh good, more supers RPGs for me 
to own and not run! 

re House Malaprop: well thats... enervating.  
re Champions taxes: I only ever build characters in 

Champions; I would never want to play/run it.  
re Smallville: oof! I loves it conceptually (and stole from 

it for Mech & Matrimony) but wow is it overcomplicated.  
Re Character creation as a morass of tiny decisions: I 

am noodling with Chill for the first time in decades and 
am amazed at how few decisions there are to get a 
unique PC - roll and place 8 stats, spend 2-5 points 
(random, ick) on a list of 30 skills. 1 point= student, 2 = 
teacher, 3 = master. Are your stats good enough to know 
some magic? if so, pick 1 from 9 options. Done. Let’s 
get playing. To an old person like me this feels like the 
right amount of crunch.  

Brian Misaiszek: re Paratethys: this is fascinating 
stuff. It's a bit... too explicable for the Mythos mold, but 
it does make great base for an occult campaign.  

Lisa Padol re PCs showing off their special abilities 
at the beginning: this effect was partially responsible for 
a divorce among my player group. It was the mid oughts, 
a Feng Shui game, and in the 1st session where she 
appeared Lena's Ninja was going to sneak from the 
prison cells to the command center to shut down 
security so everyone could escape - classic 'let’s show 
how badass the Ninja is' move. And Lena gave a decent 
"I'm a badass so I can do this and you can't" speech, then 
rolled a botch so epic she started with a 15 Intrusion and 
ended at -20. It was astounding. Her husband Jason said 
"and that's when she stepped on the antique bicycle 
horn... AH-OOO-GAH!" They were divorced a year 
later. OK, they might have been underlying issues but I 
maintain this was a pivotal moment.  

re Foundation vs Foundations Edge feeling dated: 
concur. 

Legion of Super Heroes, not League, and I really wish 
I had the mojo to keep that game going.  

re the Robert Chambers: I have no shame. But I did 
explain all of these references in the endnotes for the 
kids to do additional reading. And it was a fun time. I 
hope to come back to it next summer 

re PC death: yeah, you have to know what you're 
signing up for. Interestingly, there has only been 1 PC 
death in a year's worth of Knave play, and that was over 
the summer when the PC got himself blown up by doing 
something he knew was stupid. The Knave/OSR players 
are just really cautious (the Con point buffer between 0 
HP and death helps, but it's mostly play style). So, it's 
not random death,  it's "you don't have plot armor". 



Denizens of the Library pg. 6 

re players short-circuiting scenes: communication is a 
large part of it, but there's also genre emulation - the best 
example was when Jim, who was a heavy GURPS and 
Traveller player, kept expecting his pulling a gun on an 
unarmed person would shift play from fight to 
interrogation mode... in a Feng Shui game. He had real 
problems getting out of the stricter firearms simulation 
to 'guns are punching people at a distance'.  

re opposition intractable to negotiation: In the 
Emirikol D&D 3E game, the beast-men were creations 
of chaos, made of stolen and tortured human/demi-
human souls. There wasn't negotiation because their 
existence was anathema; they were extrusions of entities 
that wanted to destroy the world. The PCs had plenty of 
political enemies they could negotiate with, as well as the 
cultists who had bought into chaos. But these rank-and-
file beast men? no. As for the Eternal Lies NPC, that's 
just weirdly irritating.  

re players wanting to be friends with every NPC: in the 
main campaign, Bibblebap's player's PC, Gigglehook (no 
I don't know where he gets these names from) wants to 
steal from every non-combat NPC/town they meet and 
hire every combat NPC they encounter. His henchman 
is a recruited Orc Pirate who he pays... with money he 
steals from poor townsfolk.  

re Gumshoe QuickShock: Mutant City Blues 2E had shock 
cards for personal crises as optional, but we never used 
them; felt extraneous and complicated.  

RE Marian Cox: you won't find much about her; 
history has swallowed her, but her papers are at Yale and 
one of her books is on Project Guttenberg. Her husband 
saddled her with properties that she had to spend the 
lions’ share of her time managing so she had no energy 
to write. She had the promise that when he died the 
properties would support her, only to learn that he willed 
the bulk of his money to his sisters and the properties 
were arranged so that she had all the downside risk and 
his male friends were ‘business managers’ skimming off 
all the profits. She was widowed in her late 30's deeply 
in debt. She never had the space to really write again. 

Re Draw Steel: The Delian Tomb comes with everything 
you need - the core mechanics, the adventure (a plot 
book, a combat book, and maps), the minimal rules for 
starting play doc, and a bunch of pregens, for $25. As 
for the $70 for the PDFs, look at it this way - the digital 
and physical books for DS together come to $140, and 
the digital and physical together for D&D 2024 come to 
$180... except MCDM pays the highest rates in the 
industry and directly promotes its creators. 

re Giant's Shadow: yes, 7 players when everyone could 
make it. and yes the PC has an NPC haunted weapon 
and a PC haunted grappling hook and an NPC haunted 
amulet (that gave him a map of parts of the dungeon) by 
the time we stopped play. 

Re Amber: having just reread the first series out loud 
for my daughter (who adored them and kept copious 
notes on what was happening), I suspect it would hold 
up for you. The second series is deeply inferior.   

re maximum apa lengths: Honestly, based on the last 
few months I'd like to see the maximum individual zine 
cut to 12 pages and the maximum monthly zine set to 
150. The 183 pages in this issue are overwhelming, and 
I can see us hitting 200 a month which would be 
unimaginable.  

Joshua Kronengold: re inspirations: I was happy to 
see RWBY on there given how much Diskette from the 
Legion of Super-Heroes PBEM 

Re inter-party conflict in Dyson's Delve: there already 
has been considerable well-played tension, and that will 
definitely ramp up as the Mushroom King's plans for 
territorial expansion move forward and the PC cultists 
facilitate them - of course Pyramiad already wants Bog 
Hollow converted to the Mushroom King's army.  

re horses: back in college one player (now in the SotS) 
game accused me of treating horses like motorcycles. I 
had the advantage of pointing to the Amber campaign I 
was running - Morganstern is a great example.  

re RPG healing: I keep thinking of the rules in 1E, 
where non magical healing was 1 HP per day, and you 
were meant to have multiple PCs running at once to 
keep the game going by bringing PC 2 in while PC 1 is 
healing. Or as Bilbo says.... "time! time is the answer!" 

re our daughter calling: she's a historian, of course she 
uses antique tech.  

re how the cat manipulates objects: with his pointy 
teeth, head butts, and adorable little toe beans. He's a cat, 
he has next to no manual dexterity.  

re BESM Issues: see, I want to like the variable skill 
cost per campaign rules, but every time I run something 
with it everyone skips maxing the 6/level core skills and 
instead maxes the 1/level trivial skills and then tries to 
centralize their character being a master chef/translator 
of ancient languages/helicopter pilot. It's not so much 
premise rejection as "expand the premise to include the 
things I am an expert at, which means the cost of the 
things I am an expert at should be higher than they are." 
It's a skill point oroboros.  

re page count max: 100% agree 
re YCT Michale Clue: V&V actually had Power 

(which is your endurance, pays for your actions, rolling 
with attacks, and power-use, and when you run out rolls 
into your HP), your HP (which are your ability to directly 
soak damage, and when it runs out you're incapacitated, 
and if also out of power, dead), and Basic Hits (the 
physical integrity of your body, 0 basic hits means you're 
an unrecognizable smear). There is also your Movement 
Rate, which I started using as a separate damage pool for 
things like entangles or near misses. 
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re designers of hyper specialized games graduating: 
Alan Moore had a great quote about making the 
America's Best Comics line after Watchmen: "the reason you 
deconstruct watches is to learn to build better watches." 
I really do hope that we get better games out of this era.  

Attonarch: I had to double check that Swords & 
Wizardry used the Fighters get 1 attack per level vs foes 
of less than 1 Hit Die (i.e. the original Mook rule) but 
that's clearly what's happening here as Hagar is laying 
into the goblins. Also laughed at "bree-Yark!" 

Raise Dead! Now we're cooking with ectoplasm! 

Everyone else RAEBNC – but I will respond to all the 
comments on my B/X homebrew rules next ish. Also, 
here’s the photo of (clockwise from rear) Brian 
Misaiszek, A&E Emeritus Eugene Reyonlds, myself 
and Jason Dressel at the final 2002 Milwaukee GenCon 

Reviews to Fill Space:  
Lullaby by Ed McBain: One of the run of 1980’s 87th 
Precinct stories that I read when they came out (as 
opposed to the earlier ones that I devoured en masse one 
summer), revisiting it is looking at a snapshot of NYC at 
that time, before the lead poisoning started working it 
way out of everyone’s systems in the 1990s. There are 
three separate stories here – a police procedural A plot 
of some child murders (so be warned), a B plot of gang 
and drug war stuff in the city, and a C plot that continues 
relationship issues from last book. Recommended.  

Vet at the End of the World by Jonathan Hollins: all 
veterinary memoirs are in conversation with All Creatures 
Great and Small and Hollins doesn’t have Herriot’s lyrical 
style, but he gives it a game try. His stories are all about 
his time as the vet in residence in some of the most 
remote Islands of the British Empire – the Falkland’s, 
Saint Helena, Ascension and Tristan da Cunha – and he 
does have a lot of interesting anecdotes. My wife tore 
through it and it took me a bit longer, but I never gave 

up on it. If nothing else, Saint Helena, Ascension and 
Tristan da Cunha make a fascinating game setting.  

Murderbot Dairies volumes 3-7 by Martha Wells: Yeah, I 
kept with it. It is clear that novellas 1-4 make up a 
complete story, and 5 is an interstitial before we started 
the next complete story in 6-7. Wells does something 
clever from a writing perspective in taking what would 
be a single long story and giving it rising action, 
conclusion and denouement repeatedly in the novellas. 
This is something she abandons in book 6 (Network 
Effect), writing a novel sized piece, and the story suffers 
for it. It’s doubly weird in that book 7 is a novella that 
takes place immediately after book 6, continuing the 
same characters and themes and in a normal series would 
have been part of the prior book. I still haven’t watched 
any of the TV show, but I can say that the novellas have 
all held my attention nicely, and the novel is solid.  

The Next Always by Nora Roberts: mystery/romance 
genre fiction is always fascinating because some of the 
energy SD/F would put into world building is instead 
put into explaining how real-world jobs work as they are 
either relevant to the crime or verisimilitude for the 
lovers’ lives: in this case the construction trades for the 
three brothers who will be married off in the series, as 
well as bookshop, restaurant, and hotel management for 
their inevitable wives. This is one of Robert’s series that 
eschews the steamy sex scenes in favor of borderline true 
crime (with stalkers/evil ex-boyfriends for our heroes to 
deal with) as well as nerd trope-ing with the center-of-
the-story building being rehabbed into a hotel has a 
ghost haunting it. Honestly, these series of Roberts 
where we have 3-4 siblings or close friends sharing a 
business getting paired off as one of the series goals 
would make a great RPG setting… perhaps in Hillfolk? 
Are there any romance systems out there designed for 
that larger group play? 

Goodnight The Eye, wherever you are. 
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Recent Games
I’ve been away at Essen SPIEL, the biggest 

boardgame show in the world. Not much RPG 

content there, though some publishers do show 

up, including Ulisse Spiel, Chaosium and 

Cubicle 7. As usual, I was demonstrating for 

Indie Game Studios when I wasn’t seeing the 

show; they’re a great crew and it’s always a 

pleasure to work with them. I even had a few 

chances to show off one of my favourite games, 

Flash Point Fire Rescue, a cooperative game of 

firefighting.

Also I was able to indulge my passion for 

Currywurst, a fast food which began when 

British squaddies with curry sauce in ration 

packs met hungry Germans with second-rate 

sausage circa 1949. (A book set in pre-WWII 

Berlin1 was quite ruined for me with a line that 

Goering “obviously liked his Currywurst”. If 

you’re trying to impress me with the quality and 

detail of your research, and you then lose my 

trust…)

In even less role-playing-related news, it’s been 

time for Everybody Codes (https://everybody.

codes/), a series of programming puzzles in the 

style of Advent of Code, and as with that other 

challenge it remains open for later participation. 

I love this kind of thing, and always learn by 

doing it. (All right, there was the time I did 

1Black Roses, Jane Thynne (2013)

Advent of Code entirely in PostScript. That may 

not have been sensible. But people don’t think 

of it as a “real” programming language, and I 

wanted to correct that impression in a small 

way.)

Meanwhile, back in the games…

Bayern: One more session with Group 1 

(Whartson Hall), who are currently more or less 

even with Group 2 (Sundays). Group 1 has 

reached the ice base dug into a glacier on a 

deeply frozen world; group 2 nas poked the base 

and run away before it could poke back too 

much, which was definitely the right thing to 

do.

(Earlier, after a spaceship mishap) “You press 

the help button. Nothing happens. You revert 

to the paper manuals under the console, which 

someone has helpfully given a new title page: 

So, You’re Naffed.”

Cried the Lady: just as we thought it all 

made sense, we found some even stranger 

information. But we’ve stumbled over another 

trove of handouts, which is always a good thing. 

(Some people assert that the point of playing a 

Lovecraftian investigation is to get the 

handouts. I don’t entirely agree, but our GM is 

very good at producing them.)

Neutral Currents: We attended a 

diplomatic party in Monrovia and avoided 
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murdering anybody. As we came away, someone 

was stealthily approaching our plane out in the 

harbour…

[The Duke of Windsor] “was after all the head 

of the Church of England for a while.” “Not a 

great one, but certainly not the worst.”

The Day After Ragnarok: Chasing up the 

origins of the giant goanna, we found that the 

local vet appeared to have been reading too 

many Strange Books. And finding allies who felt 

the same way. No more wrestling, but I did get 

to punch a smaller goanna on the nose. (And 

my long-term goal appears to have become 

founding a sanctuary for Serpent-tainted 

creatures.)

“It’s a man’s life in the mad serpent-cult.”

Unknown Artist (1884-1891)

Meta, meta, what is meta?
I talked last time about software to make 

putting together a PDF-APA easier, and I’ve 

now released it at Codeberg (https://codeberg.

org/Firedrake/apatools/). If anyone finds it 

useful, or thinks of features they’d like to have 

added, get in touch.

Obligatory Typst Content
While working on a piece for the next Path of 

Cunning I realised that, rather than lift numbers 

from a CSV file or elsewhere into the 

typesetting engine, I could generate the entire 

table at compile time with a small embedded 

Typst program. And if I want to tweak 

anything, the code is right there.

How I game remotely
I’ve being doing practically all my role-playing 

gaming remotely since 2020, and this setup 

seems to work fairly well, while not being the 

standard roll20 or similar.

For the basic videoconference, I use Jitsi 

(https://jitsi.org/). I host my own server, but 

you can use one of the public instances. No 

spyware, no covert recording, no AI training, no 

registrations and passcodes, just connect (use a 

hard-to-guess room name if you’re on a public 

server) and play.

If we want a game recording, I can do that 

locally by recording my microphone and the 

output from Jitsi, though the quality of the 

latter isn’t ideal. For Whartson Hall and other 

podcasts where I want better quality, we each 

make local recordings of ourselves, mostly on 

the same machines that are showing the 

conference window2, and I merge them together 

later.

“But Jitsi doesn’t have a dice roller”, people say. 

Well, we’re all role-players of long standing, we 

all have lots of dice, and we, er, roll them. (One 

player likes to join from his bed on a laptop and 

uses a web-based roller3, fair enough.) The only 

difference is that we can’t see what other people 

have rolled, but if I were that suspicious of my 

2Since I am awkward, I use a separate recorder, now a 
Tascam DR-20X since the DR-20 died and I couldn’t find 
another one in a hurry. That has the advantage of keeping 
my mic track and the conference track with everyone 
else’s voices in perfect synchronisation, and I use that to 
sync up everyone else’s recordings.

3Actually it’s this one I wrote (https://tekeli.li/js/dice.
html).
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fellow players I wouldn’t be playing with them 

at all.

Jitsi has a text “chat” box. For handouts, we 

post links to wherever they’re hosted (my own 

server, Google Drive, Dropbox) there. Also in 

chat, you can click on a participant and send a 

message only to them. so that’s note-passing 

sorted. There isn’t an automatic “breakout 

room” feature, but if you need more private 

conversation than text allows you can always 

spin up a separate channel and send the relevant 

players the link. Or just ask the others to step 

away for a few moments.

Maps aren’t a big part of most of my games, but 

a little while back I ran a bastardised GURPS 

Pathfinder hybrid which seemed to need them. 

For that. I’d extract the maps from the PDF 

modules as bitmaps, draw a hex grid over them 

with some custom software4 and load them in 

Inkscape (https://inkscape.org/). That’s mostly a 

vector graphics editor, but it has the great 

advantage over bitmap editors like The GIMP 

that each separate object (e.g. the image 

representing a player character) is effectively in 

its own private layer, so you can move it around, 

overlap other things, and so on, without having 

to worry about erasing parts of the image. I 

then share that Inkscape window into Jitsi. This 

does mean that players can’t move their own 

pieces, and if I were in more tactical games I’d 

look at a shared whiteboard or other option, but 

this works for me at the moment.

All of this (except the Tascam recorder) is 

entirely free software, no need to rely on any 

external services that might suddenly go away, 

4If a thing is worth doing it’s worth overdoing. I 
rename the bitmaps to include a scale, so many pixels per 
foot or metre, and the grid generator takes that and the 
game I specify to drop on a grid at the right shape and 
scale: one yard hexes for ���������� , 1.5m squares for 
Traveller, whatever.

become pay-only, be bought by a spyware 

company, or introduce compulsory AI slop. 

And now that we’re all used to the system it 

largely fades away from our experience; it’s not 

the same feeling as sitting round a room 

chatting, but it’s pretty good.

One unexpected change: I find players tend to 

go through material faster than in a face to face 

game, possibly because distractions and side 

matters are more obvious and easier to dismiss. 

At the same time, the on-line games are more 

wearing; one of the groups tends to run for 

about two hours, which is about the maximum 

we’re happy with non-stop, and for the groups 

that prefer four-hour sessions I make a point of 

calling a break after at most two hours so that 

we can stand up, walk around, go to the loo, get 

a cup of tea, etc.

Game conventions: the good, 

the bad, and the weird
I mentioned last time that I don’t tend to play 

RPGs at conventions any more: I used to, quite 

a lot, but most (UK) conventions now crowd 

several RPGs into the same room, and an 

atmosphere of creeping dread isn’t really 

compatible with shouty D&D at the next table.

That’s why I stopped running RPGs at big 

conventions too, as well as a certain feeling of 

stinginess on the part of the organisers. If I run 

three four-hour sessions in the same day giving 

maybe eighteen people a good time, my reward 

will be that you’ll generously give me a ticket to 

the convention (that I won’t get to see any of 

the rest of ) for that day only. Woohoo. I 

wouldn’t mind as much if the players weren’t 

paying to be in my game, in addition to their 

tickets to get into the show…
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