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Epigraph


Oh build your ship of death, oh build it!

for you will need it.

For the voyage of oblivion awaits you.

“The Ship of Death,” D. H. Lawrence
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	Rudabet, Stanisław <s.rudabet@gamescloset.com>

To: Wyler, Cole <tenderman@doormail.com>






Hello Cole,

I apologize for getting to this so late. I’m returning your note of interest from last month. We have an offer from Yelwörck Games. Are you familiar with them? They have only published maybe three games in the last fifteen years, on account of the massive size of them. However, they do sell steadily, so we are big fans of theirs. I can assure you that the remuneration is middling, but you can keep the game when you’re done. That is, so long as you regularly turn in an AGR (After Game Report). Usually these are brief/casual, but the company requires testing that is a bit, well, unusual. Yelwörck has asked for more in-depth reports, and in this case, there will be a bonus payment if completed to satisfaction. (This is where the payoff really is, if you ask me.) Now, the game has a heavy BGG weight already, even though no one has played it. Some have pretended they have for attention, but you would, indeed, be the first one to play it. And anyone else that joins you. It is a 1 to 8 player game. They’d like you to try as many people as you can, of course. You mentioned you work at a kind of bar where young people hang out? Maybe see if they want to try it with you?

I have to warn you, Cole—they want you sign an NDA. Which, as you know, is pretty normal. But this one is, hmm, how can I put this—weird? The wording is still legal (even the stuff about psychic communication—don’t ask!). I checked. They are headquartered out of Sweden apparently, but their legal team is in Prague? Go figure. They have a small operation in Rhode Island (literally one person, which has to be expensive, but I’ve yet to find contact info for that office), so if you have any questions, I will try to answer them quickly. This is a great step up. Let me know what you think!

All the best,

Stan.



From: Wyler, Cole <tenderman@doormail.com>

To: Rudabet, Stanisław <s.rudabet@gamescloset.com>

Date: Jun 1, 2022, 7:01 PM

Subject: Re: re: Testing Opportunity

No worries, Stan! Glad I caught this. I was about to head into work. I’ve been a bartender at this place called 1983. It’s whatever. I’m not sure if anyone there will be up for an intense Euro-style board game that takes half a day to set up and a weekend to play. I’ve found we’re a rare breed round these parts of the Midwest. Hard to convince just anyone to play a heavy weight board game. But my wife Lorraine is as nuts as I am, so we have at least 2 players.

I’m cool with doing the AGRs. I was an English major, so I kind of miss writing anyway. When you say they have to be “complete,” you mean like no grammar errors or what? I’ll of course do them, but I don’t want to screw it up and not get paid. And really, I’ll do whatever for the extra cash. We’re hoping to buy a house in the next year or so, and these gigs with you have been such a lifesaver. So thanks for keeping me at the top of whatever list you got over there, Stan.

Thanks,

Cole






Excerpt from the Non-Disclosure Agreement Sent to Cole Wyler

1.The Parties

This Nondisclosure Agreement (the “Agreement”) is entered into by and between Cole Wyler and Associates and Yelwörck Games, collectively referred to as the “parties” for the purpose of preventing the unauthorized disclosure of Sacred Confidential Information as defined below. The parties agree to enter into a sacred and confidential covenant with respect to the disclosure by one or each (the “Sacred Party”) to the other (the “Receiving Party”) of certain proprietary and sacred confidential information (the “Sacred Confidential Information”).

2.Definition of Sacred Confidential Information

For purposes of this Covenant, “Sacred Confidential Information” shall include any information, material (physical or spiritual), data, or know-how, including trade or arcane secrets and proprietary information, that is not generally known to the public and that is disclosed to be or appears to a reasonable person to be proprietary or sacred confidential. If Sacred Confidential Information is in written form, the Sacred Party shall label or stamp the materials in wax with the words “Impervious to Penetration” or some similar warning. Apotropaic markings will suffice. If Sacred Confidential Information is transmitted orally (or psychically), Sacred Party shall severely exude notice in handwriting indicating that such oral communication is composed of Sacred Confidential Information . . .






Excerpts from The Ship of Death: A Game of the Mishilect Intensities: Second Edition

Rules of Play, pg. 1, 5, & 9

In The Ship of Death, each player assumes the role of one of three broken and pathetic professions, drunk sailor, disgraced sorcerer, or mangled assassin. Everyone is located on the Krirruk, aka “The Ship of Death.” The Krirruk is a swollen, creaking, cursed, and damned vessel captained by Durfan of the Mishilect. He has press-ganged his bastard crew into doggedly working and maintaining his rancid ship across the hostile and cruel lands of the Mishilect. There are no stable bodies of water in the Mishilect, thus a landship must be powered by dark magic. And so the desperate need for an ever-exhausted retinue of sorcerers, no matter how fallible or malformed . . .

[image: ]
In terms of gameplay, The Ship of Death is a mix of tableau builder, tabletop role-play, and area control. Players will spend the majority of their time negotiating how to navigate a land despoiled by violent creatures out of time and a captain seemingly intent on reaching past the veil of reality into the Intensities. Players will use cards to advance their particular character on and off the Krirruk. It is up to characters to decide if they should collaborate and mutiny or carry on with the arcane desires of Durfan of the Mishilect.

[image: ]
. . . at the end of every third day, every player will roll a nine-sided die (an enneahedron). If the player rolls a 1 or a 9, they will become Death (see the corresponding appendix for Rules on Death) . . . the shape of the game depends on you. Dark and despair await.

. . . and a final note: If there’s a discrepancy between the rules and what a card tells you to do, follow the card. You cannot fake your responses. But you can, and should, lie.






Cole Wyler’s 1st After Game Report, Pt. 1

Date: June 21 & 22, 2022

Time Played: 5 hrs., 46 min., 8 sec. (not including unpacking and setup)

Players: Cole & Lorraine

Player Characters: Willem Lowcoin (a disgraced and alcoholic sorcerer) and Rot Apple (a one-eyed assassin with a horrible cough, dying of a terminal disease placed upon her by a passing witch).


[Game discussion: Please make your comments as comprehensive and detailed as possible. Nothing is considered unimportant. E.g., feel free to mention what you’re eating or if you take a break to run an errand or have to use the bathroom. Include everything.*]



I was about to leave for work on a Friday when the mail arrived and the packages from Yelwörck were getting stacked on the porch of our apartment building. I had to haul up two very large and very heavy boxes. To be honest, I doubted whether I really wanted to play this game, considering the staggering number of materials that were inside. Lorraine came home from her job just then and she was eager to unbox, so we did.

“Solid pieces,” she said as she hefted them. She threw me a small unpainted figure of a creature that’s hard to describe here. A beak poked out from the face and a long claw emerged from the chest. I had no idea there were minifigs in the game. Everything looked dusty—not new—but still sealed. Like it had been stuck on a warehouse shelf somewhere for years? I’ve played my share of big games—Here I Stand and Twilight Imperium—but this was on another level.

I unwrapped the cellophane off a pack of cards, of which there were, I don’t know, maybe 500? Could’ve been 700. Maybe more. And there were three cellophane-wrapped packs. Rules of Play said there are 13 different potential decks to draw from over the course of the game. The components list just said “cards” but not how many. I can’t imagine how we’ll ever get through a full game of The Ship of Death. But maybe that’s the point?

But I let Lorraine separate and sort the components while I went to work. I took the Play Book with me so I could get a feel for some of the optional first scenarios you can encounter. I was intrigued by one called “The Scouring of the Piss Bog”—a setup that stranded characters on the site of a former church built on the site of a former massacre. You had to fend off cannibals, I think. The other scenario was “The Defenestration of Ounk.” Basically, you’re trekking all the way into the capital of a northern realm to, yes, throw a corrupt bishop out of a high window.

I have to say: I wasn’t prepared for the level of darkness and grime that this game presents. Or, well, no. I think I mean “pessimism.” There’s little to root for. I thought it was going to be more of a straightforward fantasy game. I mean, Lorraine and I both had our punk eras, so it wasn’t a big deal. Fuck the System, etc. Just that the “Absolute Despair of It All” is something to remember for other players who may be put off.

The night was slow at the bar, which was surprising. But I took the opportunity to delve into the world of the game and the lore. As I read other opening scenarios, a man with a pale yellow jacket came into the bar and parked himself at the far end. The jacket itself wasn’t the kind an old man would wear, but it did seem worn and faded. As if it had seen a long time in the sun. The man also had long greasy black hair that hung down over his eyes. The eyes were purplish and deep. Seemed he’d already been drinking before he got to 1983. That’s not unusual. He ordered a scotch neat, a glass of tap water, and a beer. (This feels stupid to mention all this, but I was told to include everything, so I’m doing it.) Before he drank the scotch or the beer, he reached into his jacket. He pulled out this small squeeze bottle filled with milky liquid. I don’t know what it was. But he shot a stream of it into his water, and it bubbled a bit. Then he stirred it with a long thin finger, sucked the water from it, and made a kind of happy sigh. It was gross. (And trust me, I’ve seen a lot of gross shit as a bartender.) The way he enjoyed it was a bit depraved. And the knuckle on his finger was swollen with maybe arthritis and crusted with psoriasis. He slid the bottle back into the dark of his jacket. He drank sips of the doctored water in between long gulps of the scotch and beer.

He didn’t look old at all, but he was decaying. He was giving old.

Watching this guy was what gave me the idea for playing an alcoholic sorcerer. Even tho I work at a bar, I rarely drink. Dealing with asshole drunks every day will put you off the stuff.

About then, Lorraine called. She was breathless. I told her to slow down. I turned away from Pale Yellow Jacket and tucked the phone in my neck.

“What’s going on?”

“Cole, this game.” She laughed in a short shriek. “You’re going to love this game. It’s so fucking cool. I’ve set my Infectiousness stat to 7, which is gnarly, ’cause my assassin has this rotlung thing, like heavy metal tuberculosis. Oh, anyway. Okay, so, bit of a problem, though. The game comes with this fake blood that you’re supposed to stamp your fingerprint-sigil with on your character sheet, but it’s all dried up. Like, the paint is solid in there. Should I call the games people and ask for another bottle?”

I thought she was going to tell me she’d sliced off the tip of her finger with the mandoline or accidentally dropped her wedding ring down the garbage disposal. I hadn’t heard her this excited about a new game since that weird Dutch company Splotter Spellen released their last one.

I heard a slurping sound behind me from someone at the bar. Likely Pale Yellow Jacket.

“Um, no. Probably would take too long to get it to us. Don’t we have some tempera paint in the closet? Or what about that old stamp pad in the office desk?”

Silence.

“Lorraine?”

“I just got an amazing idea.”

“About what?” I said.

I heard Lorraine walking through our apartment. Down the hall. Into the closet by the bathroom. “Lorraine?” Shuffling around in the shelves. A lid popping open. My guess was the old cookie tin my mom gave to me that was full of sewing supplies.

“Ow,” she said.

“What the hell is going on?”

She laughed in a childish way like she’d gotten away with rule breaking right in plain view of the rulesmaster.

“I used my own blood. How about that?”

“Lorraine. No.”

“Cole. Yes,” she replied. It was this silky, shitty tone. “You’re up when you get home. By the way, we should do the Ritual of Ototh scenario.”

“Okay, okay. See, now I have to put all this in the report. I don’t know if they’ll like it.”

“Trust me. They’ll love it.” She hung up.

I thought about it. The Ship of Death was a fucking dark game. It asked characters to keep slaves, to assassinate innocent people, to drain blood from babies. We knew that from the jump. And I’d pocketed some of the cards at home and planned to look them over while it was slow. Which would have counted as right then.

If you must know any one personality trait about Lorraine, know this: She is absolutely committed to whatever she’s doing once she buys in. When I got her into Star Trek: The Next Generation, she spent the next three months knitting us cardigans that were exact replicas of the officers’ uniforms from the show. They had the little gold pips on the collar and everything. It was nuts but beautiful, as obsessions often go. So I knew I’d have to also pinprick my thumb or pinky for the drop—drops?—of blood on Willem Lowcoin’s player character sheet.

Pale Yellow Jacket was mumbling to himself. He’d been drinking for a while now and not gotten up to piss once. Or gotten up at all. A group of twentysomethings meandered in, and a few usuals bellied up to the bar a few seats down from the man. I asked PYJ if he wanted another drink and he raised a finger up as a yes.

I checked out one of the beginning scenario cards. It was a playing card size. A bit stiffer than one, though. The text was so small, almost unreadable. I had to squint and hold it under the register lamp to make it out.


The Shores of Mhauth

On the shores of Mhauth, along the Silt Sea,

three outcast sorcerers sacrificed the last

of the necrotic scraps of their gods. You must roll

a d12 and add either your Continence or

Turpitude, whichever is higher.

If you succeed, you must perforce steal the

necrotic scraps of the undead gods.

If you fail, you must try to earn the sorcerer’s

trust through rhetorical means

and betray them no later than Sinners’ Eve.

You may not befriend them.



There was a black-and-white, pen-and-ink drawing on the top half. Sufficiently creepy. It was a sketch of the three sorcerers. They had no eyes under their hoods. I would say they had no faces, really. But you could tell from the way they were drawn that under the hood was a foul mess of features.

The bar was heaving now. I served old friends from high school (an ex-girlfriend, her fiancé), a bachelor party, and a small handful of drunk teachers who were working toward an early retirement. In a rare mood, I even nipped a shot or two with a couple of local minor league baseball players who’d heard rumors of getting called up to pro ball. I know I said I rarely drink, but this was a weird night. Weirder than usual. And a shot or two helped pass the time.

But for some reason, I was itching to leave. Like, compelled to just abandon my apron and ditch work with no explanation. I couldn’t say why. I think I was subconsciously anxious to start The Ship of Death. I was jealous that Lorraine had it all to herself. There was a pull to it.

As I was grabbing cases of beer from the basement, I heard a crash upstairs. I expected it to be the typical oopsie with a beer glass or three. But this was something else.

One of the guys from the bachelor party had Pale Yellow Jacket gripped by the collar. He looked miserable. Like he’d already been socked in the face. A broken bottle was a few inches from his left eye. The bachelor party fella was irate. His eyes bulged. I set the beer case down on the floor and spoke slowly. I had yet to allow a stabbing or shooting or full-on brawl in my bar. I wasn’t about to start now.

“Hey, man. Put that down. If you cut him or take out his eye, you know the police are involved. Just let it go, whatever it was he said. I’m sure he’s sauced. Look at him.”

“He didn’t say shit,” the Bachelor himself said. The other guys in the party were a mix of drunk and disaffected and sober but mystified. “Come on, Lee, let’s get the fuck out of here.”

Lee was on the verge of tears. His face hot and red. Confused.

“What do you mean he didn’t say anything?” Lee said. “I heard him talking to me since we walked in. Threatening us and saying he was going to eat my girlfriend’s kidneys out of her back. He was going to suck her juices—”

I made a face at the bachelor, imploring him to pull Lee back. He nodded and whispered to his friend. I walked to the phone behind the bar. Pale Yellow Jacket wasn’t bothered. But he also wasn’t thrilled. I kind of felt sad for the guy. The creases in his face added to the sullenness. He shook free and fell toward the bar, slipping a little on spilled beer. I didn’t think he was as drunk as he was putting on. I figured he was doing it as a way to escape an ass beating. His hair covered his face, and he was mumbling. Now, I wasn’t a fan of this guy from the start. But he had a hangdog and pathetic quality to him. Not that I never saw these types of (mostly) men sitting at the bar. These were all too common. This guy had all the hallmarks of a guy dumped and left for scrap. Again, I’m not partial. But I have “a squishy core inside my hard candy shell,” as my wife says. Which is true. I always felt bad for the kids on the playground who wore fourth and fifthhand clothing. And I often gave them part of my lunch or gave them my change. Something about the downtrodden and neglected. The difference in a bar is that these people are adults and often piss drunk.

I reached out to steady his elbow. It was warm to the touch. He was hot. Like, blazing. Maybe he was wasted. These drunks, I’m telling you. They give off heat.

“You alright, man?”

He looked up at me. And for the first time that night, I really saw his face. His eyes were large but sunken deep into his skull. Ringed with purple and black. Yellowed, too. A diseased yellow, though. Not the soft yellow of his suit jacket. His coloring was ill.

“What’s your name, guy?” I asked.

He mumbled something, but I couldn’t make it out. He leaned on the bar like he was trying to gather his breath or strength.

“The four-eyed toad risible, ritual endowment, the lost card, proceed,” he said. It was loud. An accent I couldn’t locate and a bit high. I tried to reach out across to get his attention without having to touch him again. But now he was nearly in tears, though I don’t know why. “—then the magician entered his chamber. (Wet cough)” It was like a speech. He spoke louder, as if announcing. Heads turned. “Yet the shape awaits! I hear the toad crooning! (Wet cough)”

“Someone shut that prick up,” a voice called out.

He smiled painfully, as if he could, he would. I figured out what it was. He was fragile. Or seemed fragile. And I felt like I should look after him. His teeth were crooked and one of them was gold. It was the tooth my mother called an “eyetooth.” I asked his name again. I didn’t catch it. I wanted him to sit and drink a water. Or some coffee. But he stumbled toward the door instead, flinging his hands around like he was suddenly in an intense argument with someone. “The toad!” he said. “The shape awaits!”

I could picture this guy getting plowed by a drunk driver as he crossed the street. To my detriment, I often make up backstories for a lot of patrons, especially those like Pale Yellow Jacket. And it does me no good. Because I will go on to get upset about these made-up lives that have no connection to reality. Lorraine has said that it’s a waste of good energy and empathy on my part. But, honestly, I can’t help it.

I hoped he’d be okay. I kept saying one of the words he yelled out: risible. Didn’t know what it meant. Still don’t. I should look it up.

My shift was over soon after that. I made $120 in tips. I remembered that I should prep myself to stab my finger for blood. It wouldn’t have been the weirdest thing to have happened that night . . .







STATEMENT OF YVONNE CHAMBERLAIN.

TAKEN AT 412 PRINCE AVENUE, CLEVELAND

PRESENT: OFFICER BROOKS RANTOUL, DETECTIVE P.J. CINDERS

Date/Time Reported: 3:43 A.M., JUNE 22, 2022
 
FOR FILE #Q-936–098

RECORDED BY: OFFICER RANTOUL

BY DET. CINDERS:

QWhat is your name?

AYvonne Chamberlain.

QMiddle name?

AElaine.

QWhere do you work?

AAt the dry cleaner’s off of 4th and Moorland.

QOkay, and can you tell us where you were approximately an hour ago?

AI was in my bedroom trying to go to sleep.

QWhat were you doing?

ALooking at my phone. Just scrolling.

QThen what happened?

AThen I heard this singing out my window.

QWhen was this exactly?

A2:01 A.M. I remember because I looked at the clock when I heard the singing. I couldn’t believe someone would be so rude. I have to work in like 4 hours.

QCan you describe this person who was singing?

AYeah, he had a yellow jacket and pants. And a black tie. He had kinda longish black hair. He was stumbling around. Totally drunk.

QIn the alley?

AYes, in the alley. Yelling all drunk and shit. Oh, sorry. Drunk and stuff.

QAnd what did this man do?

AHe was singing and whatnot but then it turned into a kinda crying. And I thought I heard other voices arguing with him. But so, like, I turned out my light by my bed and saw him next to my neighbor’s garage—he has this really bright security light, my neighbor does. And this guy was just standing there, weaving all drunk and going back and forth between singing some sad song and then crying and begging.

QAnd you could not see who he was talking to?

ANope. They must’ve been behind the garage or something.

QCould you make out anything they said?

AI heard one thing, sort of. I heard someone say, “There is no return.” It was a deep voice. The other guy repeated it in a shocked way.

QWere there any drugs exchanged that you saw?

AUh-huh. No drugs. But who knows, you know?

QThen what happened?

AThen the guy in the jacket started to plead more and undid his coat button and undid his tie and unbuttoned his shirt, and . . .

QPlease, go on.

AI don’t know if I should be saying this kinda stuff to the police.

QMa’am, this is just so we can have all the facts to find those who allegedly did this.

AFine. Right. Yeah, okay, so anyway, like I said, he opened his shirt and it was bright.

QWhat do you mean “it was bright”? What was bright? The shirt?

ANo, like what was under the shirt.

QA piece of jewelry or something?

ANo, you’re not hearing me. He himself was bright. Like his skin was giving off a neon glow or whatever. Shit, I told you I shouldn’t even be saying this. I got to go to work in like four hours. This is some bullshit.

QYvonne, just a few more questions. We need to get this down. What happened next?

AThey shot him.

QWho shot him?

AWhoever was behind the garage. Bam bam. I heard two shots. And that guy dropped like a bag of dirty laundry. Boom.

QWas there still a glow?

AAre you making fun of me?

QNo, no one is laughing, ma’am.

ANo. I don’t know. I didn’t see after that.

QAnd you never saw anyone with a weapon? You only heard the shots? Did you see anyone run away? Anything we could use for a description.

ANope. Nothing. Wouldn’t have anyway. As soon as they shot him, I hit the floor and called 911, right? Then that real small rainstorm swooped in. Crazy. Windy and rainy.

QAnd you don’t know this man? Never saw him around?

ANo. I’d never seen him before in my life.

QWhat did you hear after that? You were lying on the floor until the police came, correct?

AYeah. I didn’t hear nothing other than that storm. Then I saw the lights flashing on my ceiling and crawled to the living room. That man there knocked on the door.

QSo you didn’t hear any cars back there while you waited? No one talking?

AWell.

QYes?

AHe was singing again.

QWho?

AThe man.

QThe man who was shot?

AYes.

QThe man who was shot was still singing afterward?

AYes.

QFor how long?

AA little bit. He had a pretty voice, actually.

QAre you sure it was him? Could it have been someone else?

ANo. It wasn’t someone else.

QYou’re sure?

AYes.

QWhy?

ABecause he was singing the same lines. Sounded exactly the same.

QWhat was he singing?

ASomething about a toad.

QYou don’t know anyone around here who would try to interfere with a shooting, would you? Anyone who would think it funny to move a body after it was shot?

ANo. Why? Why are you asking me that?

QDo you have any idea where it could’ve gone?

AThe body.

QYes, the body.

ANo. Listen, can I go now? I have to get to work in four hours.

QOne last question: Are you on any medications? Were you under the influence at the time of this incident?

AThe hardest drug I do is ibuprofen, man, which you’re making me have to take right now. No, I wasn’t drunk or high. And I’m not crazy, never have been and never will be. Can I go now?

DET. CINDERS: Thank you for your time.

STATEMENT CONCLUDED AT 3:58 A.M.










Forum Posts from BoardGameGeek’s Page for The Ship of Death

THE SHIP OF DEATH > FORUMS > GENERAL


“Who has heard of or Played this game?”(1,342 posts)



Gary Spinks @yesflower / Jun 30 2021

OK just throwing this out there now, who’s heard of this or even played it? My brother is a games importer/distributor for small Euro companies, and he got wind of this from some creative or designer in France. The French guy said this was supposed to be the biggest game he’s ever heard of. Like component-wise. Apparently it can take up multiple rooms in a house.

ReplyQuote•••

Leah Brain @letgomybrain / Jun 30 2021

So, not for poor people eh? Also, why is the name so blah?

ReplyQuote•••

Clark Rincesweet @rinceypie87 / Jun 30 2021

Hey @yesflower, I’ve heard of this! I was at Spiel Essen a few years back and talked to a Swedish guy (not sure, altho he had a heavy accent, anyway) who was stuck in a corner of an exhibition hall. He wasn’t the designer—X.J. Mordan—but a representative of Yelwörck Games. He spoke little English and he didn’t have the game, just some concept art. Which was odd. You’d think that at Essen you want to bring the big guns. Didn’t even have any of Yelwörck’s other few games for sale. And he was shy, didn’t say much unless I asked him and he kept sipping on this tall bottle of milk, I think. Looked like milk. Odd choice.

As part of the whole mood, he wore this long black robe with the hood down. I ended up talking to him a longish time because he seemed so sad and despondent. Like he didn’t really want to be there or maybe Yelwörck wasn’t paying him much. When I asked him if the rumor about the game being massive was true, he said that in his home country they had rented a former house of worship to test the game out in. All of the pews were moved to the walls and the game was played on this massive stone floor. I asked him how anyone could possibly afford such a game or even have room to play it. I know I can barely get Settlers of Catan to the table sometimes w/ the family. He was really serious when I asked this. Then he said:

“Your world is on the back of a toad and will be swallowed at its will.”

Swear. That’s exactly what he said. I apologized for offending him and turned to go and he went all apologetic and begged me to stay or walk with him. “Where?” I asked. He said he had a copy of the game back in his hotel room. I didn’t believe him. He swore up and down he did and that I could be the first to play it. But why would he leave it in the room and not have it down on the floor? I asked him that! And he said, no joke: It would be too intense for most players. The commitment was beyond what anyone was aware of. Gibberish.

Then he said I had to help him return. I asked him where. I thought he got lost from his hotel. He clammed up and wouldn’t talk. Chugged the whole bottle of milk and got it down his robe and then just left the table. Probably to go to the bathroom. In reality, the game would be impossible to play and the company is so impossibly cryptic. I didn’t see the guy again for the rest of my time there.

One last thing, and this is weird. And no one will believe me but screw it. When I got back to my room at the end of the third day, I opened my backpack to check out my loot from that day and there, in a small 8x5 stapled booklet, was a prototype for the rules of The Ship of Death. Me and my friends rolled a few characters up despite having nothing else, but just to say we did. I took plenty of pictures of this, but when we went to dinner that night and returned, the booklet was gone. Our character sheets were gone and even the dice we used were missing. And before you ask, yes, the pics we took weren’t anywhere on our phones.

ReplyQuote•••

Färt Jämměr @dad bod god / Jun 31 2021

What the hell does that mean? Back of a toad? And why would someone drink milk? You sure it was milk? probably poison or some kind of potion to keep his true form in check. ;D–I’m pretty sure @rinceypie87 is spinning a yarn . . . a fun one too. Try the NoSleep Podcast, man.

ReplyQuote•••

Culturemonster @kultur roar / Jul 2 2021

Sounds like you were torturing some poor autistic Swedish fella @rinceypie87. You should be ashamed.

ReplyQuote•••

Hank Lopez @pezdispenser / Jul 2 2021

@rinceypie87 is full of shit. No one has played this game and it’s a fake. I bet he didn’t even meet anyone from Yelworck. It’s just Mordan. There’s no one else in the company last I checked. TSoD was a busted Kickstarter. I know ppl who got ripped off and are in the process of trying to get refunds or claw something back. but who knows if it will work. Too many games and not enough savvy business ppl these days. It’s easy to shit out a cool concept, harder to actually deliver on the real thing. Yelworck is bankrupt, and if not that then definitely underwater. And @dad bod god Milk does a dad bod good.

ReplyQuote•••

Brady Valentine @bmyvalentine / Apr 13 2022

Hi all. Just checking up on this. Any news? Also, I never saw a Kickstarter for this? Nothing comes up.

ReplyQuote•••

Inigo Montoya @iaminconceivable / Apr 20 2022

Heard thru the grapevine that there is now a copy roaming around in the US. But I don’t know who has it. Anyone going to Essen this year? If so, don’t forget your black hood and bottle of milk. And pics or it didn’t happen.

ReplyQuote•••






Cole Wyler’s 1st After Game Report, Pt. 2

Date: June 21 & 22, 2022

Time Played: 5 hrs., 46 min., 8 sec. (not including unpacking and setup)

Players: Cole & Lorraine

Player Characters: Willem Lowcoin (a disgraced and alcoholic sorcerer) and Rot Apple (a one-eyed assassin with a horrible cough, dying of a terminal disease placed upon her by a passing witch).

. . . and when I got home, I didn’t even eat. I just dropped my stuff by the door, kicked off my shoes, and Lorraine handed me an energy drink. She already had three empties on the countertop.

“Holy shit,” I said.

Lorraine was smiling, staring at the completed setup of The Ship of Death board. It took up the entire dining room table. And it looked like she had to use the table leaf for more space. And then she got out the spare drop table we use for hosting parties and putting snacks on. All said, it was in a giant L shape. The board was comprised of hundreds of small hexes that magnetically snapped together. They showed terrain and locations like ruins or castles or villages. Though, much of it was blasted, desolate land. She said she constructed it randomly. “There was no particular instruction on how to do it,” she said.

“I think ‘trust your gut’ is the theme of this game,” I said.

I rolled my character’s stats: Continence, Turpitude, Brokenness, Lassitude, Infectiousness.* Then we each drew one card from the first pile. (I had placed my “The Shores of Mhauth” card down in front of us before I drew.) According to the Play Book’s starting scenario, our characters had recently been abducted and forced onto the Krirruk as it sailed into unknown lands. Durfan, the captain, was eager to find these necrotic scraps that were mentioned in the Mhauth card. The Play Book elaborated:


Durfan desires the remaining necrotic scraps of the dead gods so as to birth a new living god. Tired of the Mishilect Intensities—the reigning forms of mystical, demonic, & magical power in the world that no one has ever fully come to understand—Durfan believes with blind devotion that something more unknown, more powerful, more horrible can be brought to bear in the world from these scraps . . . if only they can be found and brought together in the Ritual of Ototh.

To proceed with this starting scenario, roll a d20 and subtract your Lassitude. If it is under 10, turn over your card and complete what it says. If you roll over 10, draw from the Intensities Deck and gain what it says.



We were at the top of the L shape. Each hex was said to be about 20 leagues. I picked up my d20 to roll when Lorraine screamed, “Stop!” She laughed. “You forgot your blood.”

True. I held my index finger out. Lorraine got a new sewing needle, jabbed my fingertip, and squeezed a fat drop of blood out. I mashed my finger onto the designated square of my Willem Lowcoin character sheet. My blood looked greasy. Like red-stained beef fat. But I liked the way it soaked into the paper.

“You’re right. Real blood looks more badass!”

Lorraine nodded like a caffeinated toddler. I took her fourth energy drink away and put it under the table.

I rolled my d20 (smudged with blood now) and got an 11. Balls. My Lassitude was a 4. So I ended up with a 7. Failure. I turned my card over and read it out loud.


Psaltisk’s Mutiny

The ship is threatened with mutiny by Psaltisk,

Durfan’s first mate.

If you are a sailor, you must join Durfan.

If you are an assassin, you refuse.

If you are a sorcerer, you may choose either

path. You may pass this card to each

other player. If you do, they must carry it out, as well.

You must give the reason for Psaltisk’s betrayal.

Any player other than you must describe

Psaltisk’s features and traits.

Write these down in the provided taskbook.

When finished, search the current

deck for another card named

PSALTISK’S ALLEGIANCE

then shuffle the deck.





I declared my commitment to Psaltisk. Then I searched for the other card and set it aside. I committed mostly because being part of a mutiny sounded punk as hell. I said the reason for his betrayal was that he had just been present at his first child’s birth, a girl, when the sailors from the Krirruk stormed his village and stole him away from his wife and baby. He didn’t even get to name her. He used to be a blacksmith who’d once made a sword for a mysterious hooded figure from far away who claimed to know how to control the Mishilect Intensities, and it is said that’s why Durfan wanted Psaltisk aboard. The captain, too, wanted a sword like that. But forging anything aboard a ship is hard, if not nearly impossible. Especially on a landboat that refuses to traverse near water. Durfan said he would have to use blood instead of water to quench the metal. There is plenty of blood around, Durfan surmised. (“Jesus,” Lorraine said under her breath.) Anyway, after a few gnarly months of being aboard this cursed ship, Psaltisk curried enough favor from other discontented sailors to attempt a mutiny and steer the ship back to their homelands.

“Alright, describe him,” I said. “What does this Psaltisk look like?”

Lorraine was fading a bit. Not even three and a half energy drinks could beat the exhaustion. She also had to get up and work in a few hours. “I see him as a skin and bones guy. Lanky black hair over his eyes. Which are sunk deep from all his toiling in the smithy. And he has burns all over him. And a faded and yellowed tunic that once was white.”

I sat back, stunned.

She laughed. “What? You don’t approve?”

“No, it’s not that.” I shook my head, disbelieving what she’d come up with. “It’s just this guy at work tonight. He was almost an exact version of what you just said.”

She frowned. “Damn. Sorry, sweets. Was he a butthole or what?”

“Yeah, he kinda was. He got into it with this bachelor party and was weird as hell. A mumbler.”

“Ooh. Those are fun,” she said. “I guess I’m just on his wavelength.”

She was still staring at me.

“What?”

“That stuff about him being ripped away from his family. That was good. Sad but good.”

“Thanks. I have no idea where that came from,” I said.

She bit her upper lip and shook her head like she was refuting an internal voice in her head. Her eyes were welling up.

“What’s going on?”

“Nothing, nothing. You just said all of that with such . . . confidence. Like it had actually happened or something.”

“It’s role playing. Maybe I was too into it. I’ll bring it down. I forgot about your—”

“No, no. It’s fine. I’ve not had this much fun in a long time. Actually, I want to add something to his background.” I said go for it. She stared at the board for a few seconds. She was self-conscious about her role-playing skills. Lorraine was incredibly imaginative, but she also would stall and get angry. “The first day that Psaltisk was brought on, he fell overboard. He fell into this, like, nightmarish sand sea called . . . um . . . The Bleak Scourge. And he went under and was drowning in the sand until he was pulled up by Durfan himself. But when he yanked Psaltisk from the sand, he was soaking wet. He’d gone so far down he went into the water under the sand sea.”

I was so proud. It was like she was starting to tap into a different part of her imagination.

“That’s bananas,” I said.

“I know,” Lorraine said. “And that was, like, a sign to Durfan to make him his first mate. But Psaltisk saw things down there that no one should see and he began to drink heavily. And is basically a drunkard now. On top of losing his family.”

I whistled my appreciation for this improvised bio. I noted the description of the first mate. Then I passed her the PSALTISK’S MUTINY card. “Your turn,” I said.

Lorraine read it again. “Well, I’m an assassin. So I’m out of this. I guess that means we’re now against one another?”

I shrugged. I grabbed the Rules of Play and searched. I couldn’t find anything that shed light on the situation. So we decided to make it up as we went along.

She rolled a d20 and got a 17. Her Lassitude was a 5, which made her final roll a 12. She succeeded. She drew from the Intensities Deck and read her card.


The Prayer of Ygg

Of all the Intensities, you worship Ygg the most.

Make a d12 roll. If the roll is 1–6, your faith wanes.

If it is 7–12, you are a fanatic.

Ygg is not kind to its followers and devotees.

Thus, there are few who worship it.

Few even know how to worship it.

If successful, you are a proselytizer for Ygg.

Roll a d6. That is how many new

converts to Ygg you need by Sinners’ Eve.

Make a prayer to Ygg.





“Uhh,” Lorraine said. “That sounds intense.”

“No pun intended,” I said. She backhanded my chest.

She rolled a 12. An absolute fanatic. Rabid. Then she rolled a 6. She screamed in frustration. She looked to me. “Do you think it’ll be hard to get 6 followers? When is Sinners’ Eve?” She dug through the supplementary booklets for a small pamphlet on Major Holidays of the Mishilect Intensities. There was nothing about when Sinners’ Eve was.

After each player’s turn, we were to roll for ship movement. We forgot to do it after my turn, but we were learning. Lorraine rolled d100 and got a 67. Those were the leagues we traveled in a day, so we moved the ship figurine forward the number of hexes required.

“Aren’t you going to pray?” I asked.

“How in the hell am I supposed to do that if I know nothing about Ygg?”

“I don’t know. Make something up. Make it sound legit. We can’t do anything else until you do that, though.”

She thought for thirty seconds. I went to the sink and drank a glass of water. When I came back, she was lost in contemplation. I snapped my fingers in front of her face. She straightened up.

“I got nothing. Let’s just keep playing. I’ll come up with something. Maybe don’t write this down in the After Game Report.”

“Well, I have to write everything.”

“No you don’t. They just ask for it. It doesn’t mean you have to. Like this, why would you write this down?”

“To be thorough. I don’t know.”

She stared at me, to see, I think, if I was being serious. Which I was. But we didn’t say anything. Although I knew she was pissed at me.

“Listen,” she said. “It’s late. I’ve been at this for hours before you came home. Can we press pause. I’m wiped out.”

I was disappointed. But I understood. However, we at least had to end this round by rolling for thralls and hierodules (both were words I had to look up). Thralls are basically slaves. Hierodules are sacred prostitutes. Lorraine hated this part. I argued that it was part of the aesthetic of the game. The idea is that we roll d20s to see how many thralls and hierodules we have. Then those people are to be bloodtossers (drudge workers that throw specially blessed blood with a wooden ladle out from the bow of the ship). The Krirruk can only travel in the wake of blessed blood. (Where the blood comes from, I don’t know . . .)

I rolled a 5. Lorraine rolled 13. You can imagine how upset she was.

She didn’t even wait to write it down. She stood right up and hit the bathroom. I heard the electric toothbrush. Then the snap of the light switch and the whumph of her falling into bed.

I put all the appropriate punched-out markers down to show where action was paused and decided I was hungry for ice cream. I stood by the fridge and ate cherry cordial out of the cardboard box, thinking about Psaltisk and the mutiny. I wondered if he’d overthrow Durfan. I was conflicted, though. Durfan had saved his life. But why? When I looked out the window, dawn was creeping up through the trees.

I went into the bedroom, and from the side of my eye, it looked like a man was sitting in the corner of the room. Behind me and to the left. Head down, waiting.

I leapt to the right and threw my hands out. And saw that it was nothing but a shadow.

In the predawn haze, Lorraine was kneeling at her side of the bed. She was asleep. I stood there waiting for her to wake up. I turned on the bedside light.

Nothing.

“Lorraine?”

Her head was between her arms, looking down. Her hands clasped together. In prayer almost. I came around to her and touched her shoulder.

She mumbled something.

“What?”

She was saying a stream of nonsense. Dreaming. As I got her into bed and under the covers, her hands came apart and something fell out. It was her “Prayer of Ygg” card, bent from where it had been clamped in her grip for hours. Which, of course, it had to have been. Her knees were red and there were indents in the carpet where she’d been kneeling. I couldn’t believe it.

This game had such a hold on her that she was acting out in her sleep. Which wasn’t entirely odd for her. She’d done strange sleep-related stuff before. Sleepwalking, sleepeating. But not recently. Though she was amped for the game and had waaay too many energy drinks. I got in next to her and fell asleep in seconds.

I dreamt hard. I was Lorraine. But I was also Rot Apple, her character. I was in the captain’s quarters on the Krirruk. Durfan commanded from behind a massive walnut desk with a long onyx sword lying on top. Behind him were the aft windows, thick leaded glass that showed a reddening horizon. The land was black with evening.

“You have taken care of the mutineers?” Durfan asked.

I said that I was working toward that end. My right hand was on the pommel of a sword. I knew I had multiple small blades hidden all over my body.

“Good. You are loyal. It is unfortunate that you follow Ygg.” He said it as if “unfortunate” was a positive word.

I swallowed. I wanted to move but couldn’t. I was paralyzed. Though not with fear.

“That is a trifling matter,” he continued.

“What will you do with those who surrender?”

“You mean, what will I do with Psaltisk and his putrid ilk?”

“Yes.”

Durfan smiled, even though his face was obscured. I couldn’t make out the exact details. His face changed and shifted as I tried to focus on it. He stood, huge in his quarters, his head almost touching the beams above. He walked to a small cabinet set against the wall. He caressed the side and patted the top of it like it was a child. “Are you ready to see?” he said.

I didn’t nod or shake my head. I couldn’t move.

Then Durfan opened the cabinet door.

I screamed myself awake. I was sweating and trying to grip the side of the bed to sit up and scare whatever residue of dream was left over from haunting me. I turned to Lorraine. She wasn’t in bed. I leaned over her side to see if she was on the floor again. She wasn’t. I jumped up and called her name. Nothing. I dropped to the floor and checked there. Nothing. I ran into the dining room where the game was waiting. I turned all the lights on and yelled her name again. The front door was locked. The bathroom was empty. It was 8:15 AM and bright as hell and people outside were driving to work. Biking. I looked out a window, opened it. Yelled her name.

Then I heard a muffled sound. It was my name, and it came from behind me.

She had somehow stuffed herself into the hall closet next to the cleaning supplies and vacuum. And her hands were all scratched up on the backsides but were clamped together and she had dirt and rocks in her hair. And, as if she knew how messed up the situation was, she started crying.

“I felt it, Cole. I felt it,” she said, leaning her face into my shoulder.

All I could think of was Durfan. His cabinet. “I know. I felt it, too, Lorraine. I had a dream about Durfan.”

She pulled away, almost offended. “No. Not Durfan.”

I stared at her.

“Ygg,” she said. “I was Ygg.”

She tried to separate her hands but couldn’t. Blood trickled from the bottom of her palms. She tried to pry them apart again. I finally got them open and the smell of cold blood and salt filled the closet. Something small and strange fell onto the floor.

A crushed toad.
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	Subject: Emergency session if possible?
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	Wyler, Lorraine <wylerlore@doormail.com>

To: Forbin, Dr. Emily <e.forbin@psychassociates.com>






Dr. Emily–you know I wouldn’t bother with a request like this unless I was truly in a bad place. Or I think I am? It sounds stupid if I write it out. I’ve called off work today and I need to meet with you even if only for like 20 minutes. Is that possible?? Please let me know asap. I can be there whenever.

Thanks,

Lorraine



From: Forbin, Dr. Emily <e.forbin@psychassociates.com>

To: Wyler, Lorraine <wylerlore@doormail.com>

Date: Jun 22, 2022, 10:45 AM

Subject: Re: Emergency session if possible?

Lorraine:

Yes, please come in. Say, between 2 and 4pm? Just tell Henry at the desk that I’ve pushed you up in the schedule. I hope everything is okay. Try the breathing exercises we went over. See you then.

—Dr. E.






In-Session and After-Session Notes of Dr. Emily Forbin, M.D.

Patient: Lorraine Wyler

Date: 6/22/22, session start 2:22pm/session end 3:30pm

Lorraine emailed me in a rather disturbed tone, esp. for her. I have an emergency session with her this afternoon. The last few sessions in May and April showed lots of improvement in mental outlook and self-reflection. We had agreed that 50 mg of sertraline were sufficient with the caveat that going to 100 mg was also an option if necessary. Lorraine was confident that 50 mg was working. We also reviewed meditative techniques along with breathing exercises to help as an adjunct to the meds. I am not confident that the latter are being employed.

Ms. Wyler arrived calm yet concerned. She elected to sit with her legs crossed on the couch, shoes off.

[Transcript of session begin]

“Hi, Lorraine. So what’s going on?”

“Thank you for seeing me on such short notice, Dr. Emily. I know it’s a hassle.”

“It’s not a hassle at all. That’s why I’m here. Happy to make the time for you. So what’s happening? You sounded rather upset in the email.”

“. . .”

“Take your time, Lorraine. Do you want some water?”

“No, I’m fine. Um, hmm. I’m trying to figure out how to put this into words without sounding nuts.”

“Just tell it like a story. I’m listening.”

“Okay. Do you remember me saying before that Cole does this playtesting for board games? Gaming is like his lifelong hobby-passion thing. And I’ve gotten into it a bit, too, you know, but anyway, he asked me to play this new weird game with him. It’s called The Ship of Death and is massive and complex—but fun, you know—and like it’s compelling. I immediately was drawn to it. And it has all these incredibly weird rules and instructions—we don’t even know if we’re playing it the right way, but it, like, doesn’t matter? It’s like the complexity is the purpose. The untangling is kind of the point? Does that make sense?”

“Sort of. You said you were drawn to it. How so? Why?”

“[Sighs] Shit, I don’t know. I wish I knew! The art is cool. But it’s not the whole thing. It’s a cross between role playing and a board game, and Cole is so good at making these characters. I think it’s because we just fell into these characters. God, I even drew blood and wiped it on my sheet.”

“How’s that again?”

“[Laughs] See? That’s crazy, right? The game has this fake blood you’re supposed to use to put a fingerprint down but it was all shot to shit so I used real blood.”

“With a safety pin, I assume?”

“Yeah. Well, a sewing pin.”

“And did you enjoy that? The pinprick, the drawing of the blood?”

“Not the pain, no. More like the taboo of it. Putting blood on a game. It’s silly, I know, but it made everything more . . . I don’t know—real?”

“I guess my question for you is, why do you feel the need to make your life feel more real?”

“Who doesn’t want that? I don’t know. I guess I’m like everybody else, you know? We all work and have lives, some have kids or pets or family or whatever. And we just all want to relax. Everything is so goddamn stressful. All of that is like a machine buzzing in the background and I get used to it. But watching shows or reading books, playing games. Those are almost more real than what I do day to day.”

“How is work?”

“Work’s work. It’s university admin. Nothing spectacular.”

“Thought about going back into the office?”

“A little. But so far, they’ve been fine with me at home. So I figure I’ll keep doing it until they say otherwise.”

“How’s everything with Cole?”

“Wonderful. He’s been great. Not sure he wants to bartend the rest of his life, but he’s hanging in there.”

[Lorraine circled back to and discussed rather standard complaints of her job. We had covered this in extensive detail in our most recent session.]

“Let’s return to this game—what is it? The Ships of Death?”

“Ship. One ship.”

“Right. What about it has made you come in today?”

“Have you ever seen a movie or read a book and you just can’t quit thinking about it?”

“Sure.”

“Well it’s like that with this game. Ever since it showed up at our house, it’s all I’ve thought about. Like, I can’t help it. I’m obsessed.”

“‘Obsessed’ is a strong word, Lorraine. Remember what we said about how we use words? How long has this been?”

“A day and a half.”

“So that seems rather short to be considered obsessed.”

“I haven’t eaten since it showed up.”

“Okay—”

“And I had fucked up dreams last night and Cole says I was praying in some weird language when he came to bed, like I was kneeling on the floor, and when he woke up I was in the hall closet.”

“You have had a few sleepwalking incidents in your time, haven’t you?”

“Nothing like this in a long, long time.”

“Still, the game must’ve shaken loose something—have you considered . . .”

[Lorraine sighs loudly]

“You know you can tell me when you’re frustrated and angry, right? Sighing doesn’t help us communicate.”

“Maybe I don’t want to if what you’re going to suggest is bogus.”

“Do you know what I was going to suggest?”

[There is a long pause here. ~30 seconds.]

“Maureen.”

“Yes, Lorraine.”

“Why does everything I say have to—and I mean have to—go back to her? Huh? Why can’t it go back to something else?”

“How many sisters do you have that abandoned the family? Abandoned you?”

“Touché, Doc.”

“No, listen, I’m not trying to one-up you, Lorraine. I’m being serious. The sleepwalking was at its worst when you were dealing with Maureen’s absence. And I think it makes sense to consider that something has triggered you again, thus your sleeping in the closet.”

“Maybe. Maybe. But I don’t know what it could possibly be. Nothing has happened that would make me think of her.”

“The mind doesn’t work in explicitness. Quite the opposite.”

“Listen, we’ve been over this a million times. Maureen left of her own accord. Did that suck ass? Yes. Did she break my fucking heart? Yes.”

“Is something in your life echoing this loss? Maybe.”

“No, you don’t understand, Dr. Emily, it really wasn’t about her, I was holding this . . . this . . .”

“What were you holding?”

“[Sighs] Nothing. I just know that people don’t pray in weird languages and wake up in closets. I just got spooked, you know? I’ve been doing so well. This just makes me think I’m not. This morning, afterward, we went out for breakfast to this little diner around the corner—where, by the way, I skipped the pecan pancakes I usually get—and I told Cole that maybe we should pack it up, the game.”

“Hmm. You’re right. People don’t usually pray in their sleep or wake up in closets, but . . . Let me offer this, though, Lorraine. Do you enjoy playing games with Cole? Is this something that bolsters your relationship?”

“Yeah, I’d say it does. We have a lot of fun. It’s an escape from paying bills. If anything, we earn a little money from it. And we’ve been saving for a house.”

“And is The Ship of Death causing you pain?”

“No.”

“Okay, well, then I’m going to suggest something that may surprise you. I want you to lean into this game. Don’t obsess and skip meals. Eat, sleep. Do the breathing exercises. Stay on your meds, of course. But I would contend that you shouldn’t turn away from challenges but instead lean into them while still feeling supported by Cole. If you can do that, then you need to allow a certain level of risk in. We’ve talked about this before with respect to your agoraphobia. Anything challenging tends to steer you away into avoidance, which simply worsens the issue. Even hobbies can harbor risk, Lorraine. Nothing is without its dangers. It is, after all, just a game, right? You can step away at any time. I’ll be honest, I see these ‘events’ you had as a form of self sabotage. Yes, I know. That sounds harsh. I can tell by the way you’re looking at me that didn’t feel good to hear. But, I think it’s the correct label at this moment. And, well, you even said you and Cole need the money, right?”

“Right.”

“Then take the risk, Lorraine. But also go in with your eyes open. Does that make sense?”

“[Sigh] Yeah, it does.”

“I’d also like to suggest that you start keeping a journal. Start keeping track of where your thoughts and emotions are taking you. Don’t judge. Just record.”

“Sure. I can try that.”

“Do you feel like you’re in control of your emotions now?”

“More than I was when I emailed you, yes . . . Thank you.”

“Good, good. Well, why don’t we schedule you for a follow-up next month—”

“. . .”

“Lorraine?”

“. . .”

“Lorraine? Anything wrong?”

“Have you always had this picture here?”

“Which one?”

“The one above me here. That smaller one above the photo of your family.”

“The one of the garden?”

“Yes, that one.”

“Oh, well. I just got that a few weeks ago, yes. Keen eye.”

“Is that a . . . frog?”

“Hmm, let me see. I actually think, uh, technically, that’s a toad.”

“. . .”

[End of session transcript]

Reviewing the transcript, it’s dawned on me that Lorraine may be holding back a lot of resentment toward her husband, Cole. She has previously expressed disdain about how easy his job seemed. When I’d asked her about her own job, she admitted it wasn’t taxing on her, just lots of small bureaucratic movements. When I asked her to explain her ire against Cole, she was recriminatory. I asked her to assess why she may feel that way when it seems that they are equals in labor, to some extent.

Moreover, without Cole, I wonder what would allow her to get outside of herself and her intense self-consciousness. Thus, my encouragement of the board game. I will also write her an email addendum with suggestions for finding other groups of people to join in board gaming.

The return of her parasomnia is a bit worrisome, but I think, if anything, getting out more of her aggression with her sister’s absence, accepting it, journaling, and more exercise may help. I am still open to going to 100 mg of sertraline.

/ef






Cuyahoga County 911 Transcript

Dispatch: Teresa Schwartz

Call time: 1:35AM, June 23, 2022

Dispatch: 911, what’s your emergency?

Caller: There’s someone out back of my apartment complex who’s looking like he’s scoping stuff out. I’ve never seen him before.

Dispatch: What’s your name and address?

Caller: 4309 Clark St., Ashton Apartments. Unit 5C. Annabeth Smith.

Dispatch: Is he armed, ma’am?

Caller: I can’t tell. Maybe? He’s looking in windows—oh, oh god. He’s climbing up the railing onto the patio of the apartment down there.

Dispatch: Where are you in relation to him, ma’am?

Caller: I’m on the fifth floor. Holy shit—this guy is climbing up the rain pipe to the second-floor balcony.

Dispatch: Can you describe him for me?

Caller: Dark hair, kind longish. He’s wearing a yellow jacket. This is insane. [gasp] He’s going up to the third floor. [inaudible sounds] Now he’s just on the bricks. He’s climbing on the bricks!

Dispatch: Ma’am? Ma’am? Can you hear me?

Caller: [whispering] Yeah, I’m here.

Dispatch: Okay, we’re sending officers out to you now. Lock your windows and doors and find a safe place to hide.

Caller: [whispering] Okay. He has a light around his chest, it’s so bright, tell the officers it’s bright—

Dispatch: Hello? Ms. Smith? Ms. Smith? Hello?

END OF CALL 1:38AM






Cole Wyler’s 2nd After Game Report, Pt. 1

Date: June 22 & 23, 2022

Time Played: 6 hrs., 5 min., 33 sec.

Players: Cole & Lorraine & Javier

Player Characters: Willem Lowcoin (a disgraced and alcoholic sorcerer) and Rot Apple (a one-eyed assassin with a horrible cough, dying of a terminal disease placed upon her by a passing witch).

Listen: up top here. I just have to say that I did not expect to run into the Pale Yellow Jacket guy again. And then get along with him? But, you know, life is fucked up. I’m still going to tell this AGR in chronological order. It’ll make more sense . . .

After Lorraine’s protest that she didn’t need me around after waking up in the closet (which she expressly didn’t want me to record), I went to work around 8 p.m. The bar was slow. Not much to do except some restocking and fixing what the barback screwed up and keeping tabs with the usuals.

Before I left, though, I asked Lorraine what she was going to do to keep herself busy. She said she would go grocery shopping and then maybe read more of the Rules of Play and the supplements and appendices for The Ship of Death. (Side note: Just saying, lots of ppl aren’t going to dig on reading whole novels to play this game. I mean, we are okay with it because we’re hard-core nerds, but just something to think about?) She told me that her meeting with Dr. Emily went well. That she was super into us continuing with TSoD, which surprised me. But Dr. Emily said it had something to do with me supporting her and the game being just a game. Also about embracing risk? I’m glad she didn’t want to abandon it. Truly, the game is amazing. Sort of like how we felt when we first played Blood on the Clocktower or Gloomhaven. And maybe this is just the sheer volume of components and the extremeness of it, or the dreams I had after playing only one night, or what happened to Lorraine, but I’m all in.

I told Lorraine to take it easy. Don’t try and strategize about what to do until I got there. She said she’d lay low.

Meanwhile, I had brought with me a few of the smaller pamphlets that went into detail about objects within the game. I was trying to find anything about the cabinet that Durfan had in his captain’s quarters. See, while the game is a cross between a role-playing game and a board game—I’m still unsure of what the players are allowed to bring into the game’s universe. Like, I couldn’t play a barbarian in Dungeons & Dragons and then suddenly bust out a cell phone. Doesn’t work. The pamphlet I was reading, The Saltation of Sacred Objects, had minuscule text. There was no index. So I was parsing this thing under a lamp by the cash register. I saw nothing about a cabinet. There were entries for cabal, cabochon, calabash, cat-o’-nine-tails, carcass, and curios but nothing for cabinet. This seemed odd to me. I know I dreamed it, but I also remembered reading something about it in one of the booklets.

I emailed Stan Rudabet at the Games Closet, asking if he could forward a question to someone at Yelwörck. I basically asked: “Did Durfan have a strange cabinet in his quarters, or did I dream that up?”

He said he could and would get back to me asap. That ended up being about fifteen minutes.

Stan said that Mr. Mordan’s response was: “Dreams should be considered valid and coterminous with any board configuration one may create within The Ship of Death.” Not simply the imagination. But dreams.

Well. Since there still wasn’t a cabinet in The Saltation of Sacred Objects, I took it upon myself to describe one and give it qualities. Here’s what I made.


The Cabinet of Ygg

The cabinet of Ygg is kept in a

dank corner of Durfan’s quarters.

It stands at three feet tall & two feet wide.

The wood is forbidding and harder than iron.

It is said the wood comes from a small island

off the coldest reaches of the Mishilect and it takes

hundreds of axes to harvest a single tree.

There is no lock on it, because no one

is foolish enough to open it.

Sailors whisper that Durfan has lured

one of the Mishilect Intensities

into it. But none can be unaccounted for.

Still, tongues wag.

To open the cabinet,

roll a d20 then add your Turpitude.

If your result is above 14, you succeed.

Take a Sweetbitter Curse card.

If it is below 14, you fail. Your character has

three rounds to win over Durfan

or you must take on the role of Death.





I didn’t know if that bit about Ygg being an unaccounted-for Intensity was true. Nor did I know what it meant to take on the role of Death. I also had no idea what it meant to “win over Durfan.” I’d have to check the other booklets and pamphlets that came with the game. There was that separate book, Rules on Death. I felt pretty good about the card, about my contribution to the game.

Then lightning struck nearby. Thunder rattled the bottles on the shelves behind me. The sky must’ve sliced itself down the middle, because a wall of rain crashed into the street. Just a serious downpour like I’ve not seen. The usuals gave a weak holler of approval or disappointment. A couple of college guys in back playing darts stopped to look, then returned to their game of cricket.

I tucked the scribbled notecard for The Cabinet of Ygg into my pocket at the same time as the front door swung open and a totally drenched man entered. He wore an old macintosh whose hood covered his whole head and most of his face except the tip of his nose. He sat at a table near the dead jukebox, at my 2 o’clock. He smelled like wet dog. I know because the smell filled the whole bar. But it was worse than that. It was like when you go to a lakeshore, or the beach, and that nasty beige foam builds up like suds. And the brackish dead fish smell hits you. That’s what it was like. I asked over the noise what he wanted from the bar. He said a whiskey. I poured it and set it on the bar. I said it would be seven dollars.

“I’ll give you a ten to bring it over here,” he said. So I did. The ten and seven singles were wet and smelled just like him. It was gag-inducing. He grabbed the drink with a pale and veined hand. I hoped he wasn’t a drunk.

He wasn’t. Actually, after he drank the whiskey, he sat quietly for about 30 minutes just taking it all in, the bar and the patrons. I asked if he wanted another, but he didn’t respond. So I continued reading The Saltation of Sacred Objects, when I came across the following:


Every object in the Mishilect has the capability of becoming its opposite if in contact with an Intensity.



I had no idea what this meant. What does “contact” mean here? Just looking at it from a distance? Saying its name in a mirror? And what did “opposite” mean? What part of me would become the opposite and what the hell shape could that take? I read the line to myself, under my breath. I thought that if I repeated it enough times, the sentence would sink in and click. I noticed something in my peripheral. The drenched guy had thrown his hood back. Didn’t do much to give me a sense of his face. He still had a thick wet slop of hair blocking his eyes. But he was moving his mouth. Whispering. When I talked, he seemed to talk. Got to the point where I recited the names of liquor bottles behind me, and it sounded like he was copying me. Then I read the card for The Cabinet of Ygg—but read it slowly. Painfully slow.

How shit was my luck that I had to deal with two mumblers like this back to back.

“Hey, what are you doing?” I said. Only slightly accusatory.

He didn’t respond. He sat with his hands in his lap, dripping water all over the goddamn floor, the floor I’d have to mop up as soon as he left.

I read The Cabinet of Ygg card again but quickly. And the drenched man hit each . . . word . . . perfectly. I came around the bar and stood in front of him. (This was dumb. Bartenders should be able to hold their own, but how would I justify any of this by saying, “Oh, well, this guy was mimicking me, boo-hoo”? You know?)

“How do you know what I’m going to say?” I asked.

The man chewed his upper lip, maybe thinking about answering me. But he didn’t. Water dripped from his hair, every part of him soaked.

Then, and I don’t know what prompted me to do this, I thought of a line. A combination of my own subconscious muck and a phrase I remembered said during the night before.

“Your world is on the back of a toad and will be swallowed at its will.”

The drenched man leapt up and swung to catch me in his arms. I leaned back at the last second, but he still caught the edge of my chin, enough to send me staggering onto one foot. I lost balance and he rushed me. We tangled on the floor. He pinned and straddled me, my hands unable to move. His hands were ice-cold. I hoped the few regulars there would try and peel him off. But everyone stared in disbelief. I yelled out for help. No one did shit. Water dripped in my face and smelled like rotten fish. There was a scar down his face and one of his hands was mangled and the skin all webbed and shiny. I don’t know why those details stuck out to me.

“Who told you that about the toad?” he said.

“No one, you psycho! I made it up.”

“Tell me.”

“Fuck off. Someone call the cops!”

This went on for what felt like an hour but was probably half a minute. And then, out of nowhere, the drenched man was yanked off of me. I stood up, leaning on a table, my heart hammering. And there, as scruffy as before, was Pale Yellow Jacket. His back was to me, but I knew it was him. He was facing the drenched man and telling him to leave. But he said it in an almost quiet voice. And there was a touch of an accent I couldn’t place. He was different than when he was in here the night before. Subdued but threatening. (Sort of the way my dad used to speak to us when we were kids.) But it was also like they’d crossed paths before.

The drenched man, who was merely damp now, didn’t move. Everyone else in the bar froze. A few folks who were near the door scuttled out, fearing more violence.

I caught my attacker’s gaze and pointed at the door. That didn’t persuade much.

Then PYJ opened the right breast of his jacket, and the drenched man’s demeanor changed. He was worried. No, more than worried. Afraid. I couldn’t see what it was, but I knew it had to be some kind of weapon, likely a handgun. I hate guns, and the bar doesn’t allow them, but in this instance I was done getting assaulted. The drenched man’s demeanor shifted. He was cowed. He put up his hands, like, Okay, fine, fine, I’ll go. He backed out the door and reluctantly walked down the sidewalk. I wanted to see where he went, to call the police on him. But PYJ turned to me with his jacket closed. His face was still haggard and drawn, though he appeared brighter. Happier?

“Thanks,” I said. “Didn’t expect you to show up.”

“I’m sure,” he said. He took a long pause as if to consider me. Or what he was about to say. “I wanted to apologize. That’s why I came back. Well, that and something else.” He was inspecting my face. “You don’t look too banged up.” He held out a hand. I took it. It was as warm as he was the night prior. Burning. “My name is Javier.”

“Cole. Thanks again. Just FYI, we don’t allow guns.” I pointed at his jacket.

He didn’t seem to register what I’d said. He patted his chest down. He opened his jacket. There was no gun. There was a ballpoint pen clipped to his interior pocket.

Before I could ask, people shuffled back into an uneasy murmur and checked in on me. The usual disruption of bar patrons forced to go back to having a good time. I soothed my injured pride and moved back behind the bar and opened a beer for him. “On the house,” I said. The guy took it but didn’t drink. “What was the other thing you came back for?”

“This will sound weird, but I saw you reading a Rule Book. For a game. And it looked interesting. I’m into that kind of stuff.” I asked if he was sober enough to read last night. He smiled and confirmed that indeed he wasn’t that inebriated. “My dad used to design games, actually. Hex and counter games. You know the kind? Modeled after some obscure battle in Europe somewhere and there were little cardboard cutouts of soldiers and separate dice for combat. I never understood it as a kid.”

“No kidding? A game designer. Huh.”

“Few of his designs were ever made. What’s the name of the one you were looking at yesterday?”*

“The Ship of Death.”

Javier leveled a stare. “You’re joking.”

“No, why?”

“I’ve heard of that.”

“Really? I’d never heard of it until just a few weeks ago. I do playtesting.”

“The Ship of Death has been only rumor for years.”

Now—for whomever is reading this (Mr. Mordan? Some assistant?)—please understand that if it were normal conditions, I’d not even have brought any of this up. But too much was working out for me to ignore it. Call it serendipity. I wasn’t about to turn anything down that had to do with getting more players for TSoD. I considered what he’d done for me. Saved me from a broken jaw. Or strangulation. Who knows what all that wet bastard could’ve done. And I was quickly building my headcanon for this guy. Just like in the game. Pale Yellow Jacket was from another country but had been in America for years. Worked in manufacturing or maybe had a particular skill, like stonemason. Married a woman who lived in Ohio. Maybe a schoolteacher. But it went wrong. She cheated on him with a colleague. He sank into a bottle and never bothered to come back up.

As Lorraine’s doctor told her, I’d risk it.

“Hey, my wife and I usually play after I get off work. It’s pretty late, I know. Would it be weird if you joined a game? We could use a third.”

“Would she mind?”

I shrugged. I honestly didn’t know. Under normal conditions? Yes, she’d freak the fuck out. But I think Dr. Emily’s Be Risky campaign may’ve helped grease the wheels. And to be honest, the game would do better with a third. (However, I should mention that the radical change from drunk with a gold tooth to guy who saved my ass in a bar fight did a lot to gain him recovery points with me. Even though I often see a lot of low shit in this world working at a bar, I also have a mile-wide soft spot for people trying to turn shit around. I have loaned out my share of hard-earned money that never was paid back by acquaintances I had high hopes for.)

“I’ll make sure she’s cool with it,” I said.

He still hadn’t touched the beer. But he was grinning. He seemed rather moved by my offer.

“What do you do for a living, Javier?”

“Oh, I’m, uh, a traveling consultant.”

My made-up life for him was way off.

“What do you consult on?”

“End of life matters.”

“Like a lawyer?”

“Not really. Less legal, more philosophical.” I could tell he didn’t want me prying too much. Or I figured it was a delicate situation with hospice care. I wanted to ask more questions but let it hang. “I really apologize for last night,” he added.

I waved him off, told him not to worry about it. Besides, if anything, he scared the shit out of that bachelor party. They were all a bag of dicks, anyhow. I told him I’d close up early. Screw it. I’d make last call so I could lock the doors up at midnight. We could get more time to play. He said he was a night owl anyway. I asked if he wanted a ride, but he said he’d make his own way to our place, if I could give him the address. He had some stuff he wanted to get from home.

“Javier, I gotta ask. What did you show that guy in your jacket that made him leave?”

Javier smiled like a stage magician. He opened his jacket. There was nothing there but the silk lining of the jacket and his shirt. Emptiness. I blinked. He knew my question. He shrugged.

“People see what they want to see.”







Lorraine’s Journal


June 23, 2022

I like Dr. Emily. However, this is insipid, no? This feels like therapy on solo mode. But. I said I’d do it. So I will do it.

I tried a few times to keep a journal when I was younger. I had less anxiety, or none, then. (But Maureen was the recording angel between us. I never ended up keeping a journal because she always did.) Maybe this’ll tame my overactive mind. So—where should I start? What’s the first entry about? How about with revisiting my sleepwalking.

I tried to remember what I was praying to/for when Cole found me. No luck. The only other language I know well enough to speak is French. And Cole said I wasn’t speaking French. Anyway, the only thing I could think to do was to try and relive it. So earlier tonight, I kneeled at the bed. I even tried to make up a prayer to Ygg. Nothing. I know a lot of people would’ve moved on with their lives if something like this had happened to them. I am not like that. I can’t let go of stuff. I obsess. I examine and analyze small worthless moments from every angle until I make myself sick. I don’t know if Cole even understands how bad it is . . .

I crawled out the bedroom, into the hall, and opened the closet. The warm smell of our extra wool blankets and the cool wooden floor wafted out. It smelled like a hug from my memory. I squeezed in and shut the door, leaving only a crack of light at the bottom. Again, I waited to see if anything came back to me. What came back was sleepiness. I think I may’ve napped in there. Around 20 minutes. Not gonna lie. It felt great. Dark and cozy. I wonder if I’ve been missing out on good sleep cramped in a closet? And, keeping with being honest—I would like to know where that toad I held in my hands came from. Cole thinks the most likely answer is I sleepwalked outside to the garden area in back, plucked a toad from there, and came back. But in my sleep, I killed it.

This is an emotional journal, right? Fine. I wept uncontrollably. I cried this morning eating my corn flakes thinking about it. Just a small toad. What the hell is wrong with me? After that debacle, I buried the toad in the garden by some phlox and milkweed. Today, after the closet nap, I went down to check on it. The garden hummed. Summer is hot and loud here. Bumblebees and sparrows flying around. I felt . . . relieved? I don’t know. Nature doing its thing helped. So I went on a walk. At the intersection near our house, there’s this wild carrot growing up from a crack in the sidewalk, so I picked some of it. It smells lemony when you rub it between your fingers. That, right there, may’ve been what Dr. Emily was referring to as my missing out on things. My inability to get out and engage with the world. I don’t disagree with her. But why does she have to make it so blunt? Can’t she build up to it more . . . I don’t know . . . caringly? (Is that a word? oh well) I also picked a few wild violets and tied them together in a little bouquet with the stalk of a long dandelion. I decided to place it on the toad’s grave. Totally corny, but I needed to do it.

But when I got back to the garden, the grave was just a hole. Like something had dug it up. Though what in the hell would do that? And what are the odds that it would do it in the small window between my visits? As I knelt there, staring at the hole in the dirt, my mind wandered. And, for a brief moment, I remembered praying as my character Rot Apple. Not at the side of my bed, though. I was praying at the foot of a wooden box. That’s all I could see.

Then I noticed something. I used to have a dog as a teenager, Sandy, and she was a terror on our yard and dug up everything. I always knew it was her because you could see the claw marks and the way the dirt was scraped away. This didn’t look like that. This looked like a mole hole. Pushed up from underneath.

Then, and now, I wonder if I didn’t kill that toad. If it may’ve still been alive when I buried it. If it was still alive and crawled out . . .








Cole Wyler’s 2nd After Game Report, Pt. 2

Date: June 22 & 23, 2022

Time Played: 6 hrs., 5 min., 33 sec.

Players: Cole & Lorraine & Javier

Player Characters: Willem Lowcoin (a disgraced and alcoholic sorcerer) and Rot Apple (a one-eyed assassin with a horrible cough, dying of a terminal disease placed upon her by a passing witch) and Harput (a sailor from outside of the Mishilect who was forced into service after his village was burned to the ground by a vicious band of women warriors).

I have to hand it to Lorraine. She did not freak out when I came home and said that a stranger from the bar was going to join our 2nd session of The Ship of Death. If anything, she was calm. She did have questions when I said it was the guy who’d been spouting weird shit and wore the pale yellow jacket. But I explained it all to her, about his shlubby demeanor and his apology, and how he helped me with the wet asshole who attacked me. She was curious. She wanted to meet him then.

When he showed up, he had a stuffed plastic shopping bag. He was all excited and said he came bearing gifts. He pulled out these old books. They were on the study of games, ludology. They were his father’s, he said. He thought maybe I’d like to look through them. Might get a kick out of them, since I was so into games. One of the titles I read was: The Persistence of Game Mechanics in a Metaphysical System.

Then he pulled out a glass bottle. It looked like an old wine bottle, and it had a cork shoved in the top.

“Ahh,” Javier said. “This is a special gift. A recipe of my father’s. He was also an amateur liquor distiller. And this is the best of his ideas.” It was a milky liquid. Almost like a really dense lemonade. But smooth and creamy. It wasn’t immediately a drink I wanted to do a shot of. But hey, there were people in Chicago knocking back bottles of Malört like nobody’s business, so who was I to judge? “This is for later. If we do well in the game, you know?” He laughed. I didn’t get it.

“I have to apologize again, Cole,” Javier said. “I wasn’t totally honest at the bar—I have played The Ship of Death. Or, well, a very early iteration of it.”

“What? How is that possible?”

“At Origins last year, in Columbus. Somebody had come into possession of a stolen PDF of the rules. And someone else decided to guess on the board pieces, and a list of a third of the card text was with it, too. So someone printed those up.”

“I wonder if the designer knows about this,” Lorraine said.*

“Too late now,” Javier said. “But if the game now is anything like the prototype was last year, it’ll be a hell of a time.”

I gave Lorraine a look. I hadn’t told Javier any of what had happened the night before. And she wanted me to keep it that way.

“Our first session was brutal,” Lorraine said. She described how we were pursuing the completion of the Ritual of Ototh while also dealing with a brewing mutiny against Durfan led by his first mate, Psaltisk. That’s where we left the last session.

He whistled. “Oh damn. Okay. That was a hard scenario for us. Mordan must’ve changed it to the opening scenario for this version. Let me roll up a character.” He created Harput, a benighted sailor. After he wrote down his stats and a bit of backstory, he asked, “Have you put together the Fate deck yet?”

Lorraine and I looked at each other in confusion. Yet another deck? I didn’t remember even reading about a Fate deck. Javier nodded and sorted through the booklets.

“Here.” He slid toward us from the heap of papers a small instruction sheet that I hadn’t recognized that said, For the Composition of the Mishilect Fate Deck. It essentially was a deck comprised of 10% of all the other packs of cards that we had, shuffled up, and then used as a way to break indecision or to punish characters for being unable to create a united front. The Psaltisk mutiny wouldn’t help us with the latter. Javier and Lorraine gathered up all the cards. Then Javier stuck out a hand and waved it at me. “Give it,” he said.

“Give what?”

“That ‘Cabinet of Ygg’ card you made.”

“What’s this?” Lorraine said. “You made a card?”

I explained my dilemma with the cabinet and the email to Mordan through Stan Rudabet. How dreams are “coterminous with the map,” and so on.

Javier grinned. “Goddamn, I love this game.”

Lorraine was irked. I could tell. I didn’t know why, though. I gave Javier the card and he shuffled it into the Fate deck. Then it was done, and we were ready. I picked up the Playbook and continued reading from the scenario.


As the weather for mutiny roils and the crew of the Krirruk take sides (Durfan or Psaltisk), there is still the captain’s demand to complete the Ritual of Ototh. The ritual can only be completed in the once-great city of Ototh. Thus, the Krirruk must change course for the Isle of Ototh. If you are not already bearing that direction, roll d100 to check for weather.



We weren’t going in the direction of Ototh. We hadn’t rolled to change directions during the last session. We were going to Mhauth to collect the scraps of dead god flesh. Javier said it would be easy enough. From there, the small ship figurine traveled over the length of our dinner table and onto the countertop. (We shifted the map pieces around to keep it back on the table. This took 15 minutes . . .) The Krirruk stopped and made port in Gogglesh, Bhurd, Flytopth, Cux, and Spirn. Each port was filled with debauchery and murder. Lowcoin drew a card called “The Child’s Blade” because he helped stop a band of murderous orphans in Flytopth. And Rot Apple was venerated by a pustule-ridden mendicant in Spirn. Finally, we reached Mhauth, where Javier, as Harput, had to flay a father of four in the town square in order to find the location of the god flesh. There is a separate six-page manual on how to flay a person and supplements on different blades for the job. And almost each path you take there requires six dice. (Isn’t that a bit much, Mr. Mordan? Who’s looking for that much similarity to life?) But Javier relished the grindy mathematics of it all while telling us how much blood the man lost and how much of it he could feel and how conscious he was, etc. He even rolled to see how to store and keep the flayed skin . . . Lorraine tried to roll and have Rot Apple put the father out of his misery, but Javier kept countering her rolls with higher ones. And cancel cards. In the end, he was left to the flies and a slow, horrible death in the town square with his children looking on in horror. Finally, we were in possession of the scraps and able to make our way to Ototh.

This put a bit of a lull in the game. Especially Javier actively stopping Lorraine from mercy killing the father. I suggested we break for the bathroom and water. It was around quarter to four in the morning. Lorraine must’ve regrouped. She wasn’t as down about the mouth. Not gleeful, but not in opposition to Javier.

“So, do we want to do the ritual now?” I asked.

“Hell yeah,” Lorraine said.

I rolled the d100 and got an 80 and a 7. Javier checked the weather table for the 87th result.

Javier read: “The sky turns red as ox-liver and the land ripples with unknown power. You face a dust storm and then strong headwinds. Consult the Dust Table for what each character’s job is in such an emergency.”

Lorraine groaned. She began to sort through the booklets. “I need to alphabetize these. It’s like another full-time job.”

I found it first and consulted “the Dust Table.” If we rolled a 60 or higher for the weather, then it’s “All Hands on Deck.” Which is what we got. Assassins (Lorraine) climb the rigging to secure sails. Sailors (Javier) bail sand where it dunes in the holds and on deck. And sorcerers (me) work to create a magical boundary around the Krirruk.

I moved the small figure of The Ship of Death a few hexes along the board. Javier dug out a dust storm marker. It was five times as big as the ship figurine. The comparison was imposing. He slid it underneath the ship.

Lorraine shook her shoulders out and got into character. When she spoke, she was Rot Apple. Her whole demeanor changed. We’d done tabletop role playing before—voices and whatnot—but this was impressive. She felt like a badass. “I’m climbing up the mainmast,” she said. “I keep a small dagger in my teeth just in case. The sand doesn’t bother me because I have an assassin’s mask and wrap around my head.”

Javier lowered his voice a bit. “I grab a wooden bucket and head into the bowels of the ship to help bail sand. Other sailors are choking and rubbing their eyes. All you can hear is the gritty crunch of sand under boots.”

I tried a voice out, but it felt wrong. I paused. I imagined what it would be like to control the weather in an emergency. For some reason, I had a picture of my father building a fire when we camped out as kids. He was a hulking guy, big and brawny with a deep voice. The opposite of me. I channeled him.

“I attempt to cast a protection spell on the ship,” I said.

“Which one,” Lorraine said. She tossed The Sorcerer’s Grimoire at me. It was a small 4x6 booklet, stapled at the spine.

I flipped through and found one called Levin’s Quell. I chose it mostly because it said “This can be used during storms or other inclement weather situations to calm the earth.” I had to roll a d20 and add my Infectiousness. I rolled an 18—plus my Infectiousness (4), I had a 22.

“Good work,” Javier said.

“I don’t know what it does, though,” I said. But as I scanned the book, the full and thorough narrative descriptions of the spell’s consequences were in the back. “Here, found it. It says:”


Levin’s Quell

If your result is under 12, you fail.

If it is at or over 12, you succeed.

For rolls under 20, the rain/dust storm

slows into small, isolated events.

The sun stays hidden (if day),

but everyone is deaf for half a day.

For rolls over 20, the rain/dust storm immediately

ceases but is replaced with chthonic lightning strikes.

Massive azure bolts of energy shoot up from

the ground around you like the claws

of long-dormant mutant giants.

Each character takes 3 damage points,

and your vessel is pushed off course.



“What the fuck did you do, Cole?” Lorraine said.

“Cure is worse than the disease,” Javier said.

“I didn’t know it was going to do that! I’ve never seen a protection spell cause more harm.”

We marked our damage. Each character had 20 life points in the game. And now I’d lost us 15% of it. We sat silent a minute, thinking. I took the sandstorm marker away. No one spoke.

Then Javier said: “This counts as indecision. I’m drawing a Fate card.” And before anyone could protest, he did. He nodded at us. “Everyone has to draw one, if anyone does.” So Lorraine and I did. Lorraine read hers first.


The Failure of Air

The Ship of Death suddenly comes upon a massive

body of actual water, the Sea of Zothique,

which it is not prepared to navigate, being a

landship. Add 13 hexes of water to the map.

The port city of Eshwen is where you dock.

The merchants of Eshwen only take bonecoins,

those coins carved from the vast skeleton of the

largest sea creature, known as Shinghaghpah.

Only two have ever been seen and dismembered for bone.

One skeleton can provide 1,000,000 coins.

Each member of the Krirruk will have ten bonecoins.



Lorraine added the hexes. I drew my card and put it face down but told Javier to read his first. His was “The Cabinet of Ygg.” My muscles tensed reflexively. I noticed then that he was still blazing heat, just as he was the night before. Something about this guy. But he wasn’t sweating at all. I was starting to feel gross. It was muggy and stale in the apartment.

“Nice shuffling,” I said. Javier shook his head. He read the card aloud.


The Cabinet of Ygg

The cabinet of Ygg is kept in a

dank corner of Durfan’s quarters.

It stands at three feet tall & two feet wide.

The wood is forbidding and harder than iron.

It is said the wood comes from a small island

off the coldest reaches of the Mishilect and it takes

hundreds of axes to harvest a single tree.

There is no lock on it, because no one

is foolish enough to open it.

Sailors whisper that Durfan has lured

one of the Mishilect Intensities

into it. But none can be unaccounted for.

Still, tongues wag.

To open the cabinet,

roll a d20, then add your Turpitude.

If your result is above 14, you succeed.

Take a Sweetbitter Curse card.

If it is below 14, you fail. Your character has

three rounds to win over Durfan

or you must take on the role of Death.



“What are you going to do?” I asked.

He waited a beat, staring at the card. Thinking intensely. “I’m going to open the cabinet.”

Lorraine gasped. We turned to her. She’d paled. Like she was in shock after a car accident. Like she’d been told she had three minutes to live or had her heart yanked from her chest. I touched her knee under the table to calm her.

Javier failed his roll. Lorraine was relieved. She literally sighed and slumped down in her seat. Again, I didn’t want to bring up what had happened in front of a stranger. Javier didn’t seem disappointed in failing the roll. He said that his sailor, Harput, thought better of trying to break into Durfan’s quarters. Instead, Harput would try and persuade the captain to open the cabinet. He had three tries to do it or he had to become Death.

“What’s your Fate card, Cole?” Lorraine broke in.

I’d forgotten. I closed my eyes and flipped it over.

Lorraine gasped.


The Kiss of Intensities

You are drawn to the cabinet

in Durfan’s quarters.

It speaks to you in your sleep.

Its emissaries charm you.



Do you know that feeling in the stomach when you’re high up on a ledge or ladder and you think, no matter what, you’re going to fall through the air to your death? That feeling was what I had in my gut. I was scared and angry.

“What am I supposed to do with that? How is this even in here? I searched for the cabinet in the cards and found nothing, man. I swear.” I couldn’t think straight. My neck was sweating.

“Play with it. Hold on to it. Roll with it,” Javier said. But I kept freaking out. Still, Javier assured me that there were so many cards in the game. “Have you even seen all of them? No. It’s more likely you just intuited where the game was heading, despite the absence of the cabinet in The Saltation of Banal Objects.”

“Sacred Objects,” I said.

“Oh, they must’ve changed that, too.”

Lorraine, quite timidly, asked: “What is an Intensity, anyway? I’ve not seen a straightforward explanation.”

I sucked in a breath as if I was going to try and make up an answer, but Javier beat me to it: “Imagine a god, with all of its powers and aura and whatever, right? Now take away the god part. Whatever is left is an Intensity. There is no will, no guidance. It’s merely free-floating and untethered power. Raw. People put themselves in the way of it. Not the other way around. It’s almost like weather. Hurricanes don’t have love or hate. They just are. And they move how they move.”

Lorraine side-eyed me. She was not thrilled with his abruptness. He had an awkward affect. Like he didn’t understand that other people were in the room with him.

With that, he pulled the liquor bottle over, uncorked it, and said: “I think it’s time for a bit of chäln. Glasses?”

I brought three highball glasses to the table. “Chäln. What language is that?” He poured a few fingers of the stuff in each. No answer.

He raised his glass and we copied. “Here’s to our souls.” We drank.

The taste . . . wasn’t bad. But it wasn’t wonderful, either. Very herbal. Exotic. And milky. The color definitely was an indication of how thick it was. And potent. Christ. A couple minutes slid away before we felt the drink. We did need something to take the edge off.

I asked if this was what he added to his water that night at the bar.

All he did was smile like a troublemaking teenager.

[From here, I will write the rest of the AGR as I would if I was summarizing a role-play session to my group, telling the story of our party. We stayed in character for the remainder. It was the most committed I’ve ever been with a board game or ttrpg. Javier ended up taking over the role of Durfan, as well as Harput . . .]


At Eshwen, the captain announced that the crew of the Krirruk had one day shore leave to do as they wished. Yet he, alone, stayed aboard. Eshwen was a fetid port town, rank with stumbling drunks, one-eyed pirates, cutthroats, gruesome whores, and other gutter crud. At one time, Eshwen did good business in ambergris, that waxy and perfumy material from the heads of certain whales. But all the whales had disappeared in the past 50 years. No one knows why.

Psaltisk meets with his supporters in a tavern and warns them of Durfan’s retaliation, especially of the assassin Rot Apple. When someone asks why he would return to the ship if he doesn’t agree with the captain, he says it’s because he believes he would make a better captain of the Krirruk, the Ship of Death. But, in truth, it does not matter if any of the crew try to escape into Eshwen. Because Durfan has had all of his sorcerers put a binding spell on all of them. They will all be drawn back to the ship by the end of the 24 hours whether they like it or no. And if they resist, they will find their limbs shrinking into those of a desiccated revenant. Psaltisk’s power to sway the sailors may feel free and real to them, but it is always under the control of Durfan of the Mishilect.

Harput seeks out meat and ale, food he cannot get on ship. Then, afterward, he finds a spaewife and pays her three bonecoins to tell his fortune. The spaewife is crook-backed and arthritic and rachitic. Her hands are like thin bloodless spiders that crawl around the small cloth-draped table between them. But her voice is sweet as honeybees in the flower. On the table sits a brass bowl filled with water from the Sea of Zothique. She commands Harput spit into the bowl and cut an X into his palm with a small dagger made from the thigh bone of a young orphan child. The blood drips into the bowl and hisses. The concoction swirls. Fog spumes from the brass bowl and the room fills with sparks of splenetic magic. Harput is prepared to kill the spaewife, if he must. But to murder a fortune-teller is no great investment in one’s future. The cacophony dies down and the spaewife’s head is nearly touching her spine. She gurgles his fortune through a mouthful of Zothique, despite her not drinking a drop: “You may only return home through a dark and difficult ritual.” And Harput knows that this must be the Ritual of Ototh. He is driven anew to support Durfan and his cause.

Willem Lowcoin first sought out a bookshop. Redolent with the sweetness of decaying paper and moldering leather backing, the proprietor was wizened and near-deaf. But Lowcoin wrote down the volume he’d been searching across the continents for. The Cruelties of Thoom. The proprietor gave a long glance at the title and then to Lowcoin and vanished among the tottering stacks of tomes. From somewhere in the labyrinth of books, a voice said, “I have only been asked about this book twice in my nearly 100 years. Today is the second request.” Lowcoin asked who the first was. “The author himself. Yulvan Narthang, the sorcerer of Thoom.” Did the Grand Sorcerer of Thoom not have a copy of his own book? No, the proprietor said. As he was driven from his homeland after the war of the necromancers, Narthang was forced to flee with nothing but the clothes on his back and what he could carry. “Did you have a copy to give him?” Lowcoin asked. “No. He asked, not because he was searching for it, but because he was seeking to sell it. Which he did. And this is the volume.” Lowcoin said, But you said that Narthang did not have a copy of The Cruelties of Thoom. “He did not. This was not a copy. It is the only one. And for that, I will only sell it for a certain price.” Name it, Willem Lowcoin said. “Five bonecoins. And the answer to a question about the book.” Lowcoin agreed. The wizened bookkeeper coughed and opened The Cruelties of Thoom. The pages were blank. “How does one read it?” he asked, smiling. Unperturbed, Lowcoin plucked a fuming punk from a bowl of sand on the counter and tapped ash onto the blank page. Then Lowcoin rubbed his thumb into the ash and smeared it across and down the paper. A flurry of words appeared as if summoned forth by an unspoken reveille. The bookkeeper leaned in to try and translate the words, but Lowcoin slammed the book shut. He tossed the coins into the man’s hands and departed a more dangerous sorcerer.

Rot Apple’s kind is not welcome in Eshwen and every eatery she frequents turns her away. And as she wends thru the alleyways of the town, she is set upon by thieves. She kills all of them deftly and cuts their kidneys out and keeps them. The last that’s seen of Rot Apple, she has climbed the hills outside of Eshwen and started a cookfire. The haints of those she’s killed visit her and haunt her. They are pathetic and easily scared. Rot Apple dismisses them with a wave of her dagger. From the gloom, a shape appears, and it is Durfan. He has left the ship for the first time in years. But as Rot Apple inspects it more closely, what she sees is merely the image of Durfan thrown toward her from the ship, where the body of her captain lies still in his quarters. Durfan’s fetch offers her the first mate position. She accepts. But in order to sacralize the agreement, Rot Apple cooks the kidneys and offers some to the spirit of Durfan. He eats her offering. It is a long night full of nightmares and half-wakings. In the palings of dawn, Rot Apple undresses and bathes in the flat, lifeless waters of the Sea of Zothique. When she finishes, she vows to do two things: find out what is in the captain’s cabinet and get the Ship of Death to the Isle of Ototh to complete the ritual.



That all took hours to work through. Lastly, according to a rule that Javier found, anytime a character makes a deal with Durfan, they must draw a card from the Fate deck. So Lorraine did. Her card was:


Perpetual Sorrow

Take possession of another’s soul.



She held it for so long, we thought there was a wall of text on it. I had to pry the card from her hand.

“Why?” she yelled. “Why are these cards in here? It makes no sense. What the hell does this mean?”

Javier filled all our glasses with more chäln. Lorraine knocked hers back right away. “It may be worthwhile to take it literally. Just saying,” he said.

“No it isn’t,” I said. “How could you even do that?”

Lorraine wondered if Javier wasn’t right. “Isn’t that what happens when people fall in love? Aren’t they possessed with emotion?”

“Maybe,” Javier said. “Get creative.”

Dawn came from nowhere, in the same way it did for Rot Apple in the game, so we decided to call it quits and get some sleep. Javier collected his booze and items. Then he handed me one of the booklets I hadn’t read yet. There was a list of books, pages of them.

“Have you read this one yet? The bibliography and ludography?”

“The what?”

“Ludography. It’s a list of games that people used as inspiration or borrowed from.”

“No, I haven’t read it yet,” I said.

“Interesting stuff in there. Check it out. I think you’d like it.”

I said I would. Then, after checking to see that Lorraine was out of earshot, I added: “Hey, you said something about a toad last night in the bar. Where did that come from?”

Javier pursed his lips in thought. “I don’t remember that. I was awfully drunk.”

“I mean, you’d only had a few drinks . . .”

Javier shook his head and pointed at the nearly drained bottle of chäln he brought. “I’d drank a bottle of that before I even went out.”

“The whole bottle? And that squeeze bottle?”

“Yeah, more of it. Triple distilled. Just to keep the dream going,” he said. “Thanks for the invite. Meet soon?”

I scrambled. Now I could feel Lorraine listening from the other room. “I think we need a break. Probably next week.”

Javier frowned. “Right on. I’ll stop by the bar before then.”

“Sure.”

“Don’t play without me!” he called out, as he took the stairs two at a time down.

I shut the door and locked it. But that felt silly. For some reason, it felt useless.







Lorraine’s Journal


June 24, 2022

I’ll start today with a summary of my dream from last night. Not dreams plural. This was one long narrative dream with chapters. I can’t recall every single detail, but there was one “scene” that I can’t shake. (I guess this counts as officially in the game since it was a dream?)

I picked up where I left off with Rot Apple in the game. Except I wasn’t in Eshwen, I was in Cuyahoga Valley National Park. (Cole and I go down there every other weekend to hike.) And I was standing under this beautiful waterfall, Brandywine Falls. The water is rushing and loud. But from behind the flowing water is Durfan, holding the biggest sword. In the dream, I was terrified. We stood far apart but I could hear his voice. He was wearing a sort of mask made of animal hide to cover his face.

“You will obey my orders, assassin?” he asked.

I said I would.

Then he said in a slurred drawl: “Let no one in this game of ours.”

Then the cabinet from his quarters appeared in the water next to him, facing away from me, so I couldn’t see the door open. He knelt down . . . and crawled inside. And then I woke up.

Do I have to interpret this? Being that this is an emotional journal, maybe I should. I would say that Durfan is my protective aspect. And to not let anyone into “our” game, I’m trying to keep time between me and Cole private? Javier is a nice guy and all, but Cole was just talking crap about him the night before, and now he shows up with homemade wine or whatever and all this game authority. But then, we’ve met folks at the bar before, or at parties, and ended up playing board games with them that night or the next. So maybe it’s not all that weird? Maybe this is what Dr. Emily referred to as my resistance to engaging in risk. And to be honest, I liked drinking some stranger’s homemade liquor. (Not unconvinced that it didn’t cause some of my dreams.)

Bring on the risk.

“Perpetual Sorrow” indeed.

Oh, and I woke up in the closet again. Cole doesn’t know. I was able to crawl back in bed before he woke up. I’m kind of okay with it. It’s like my little cubbyhole now. A tiny, cozy mouse nest.

For a while now we’ve been looking at houses with a Realtor—I think her name is Janine, I don’t remember—but the drudgery of simply looking at houses is starting to wear on me. Cole and I can’t agree on anything. We rarely look at the houses at the same time. Because he sleeps in the day (or tries), I go during lunch. He goes after he wakes in late afternoon/evening. Then we don’t talk or discuss it until the next day. Here’s what I saw today.

4124 E 175th.

3 bed

1.5 bath

1,560 square feet

5,462 sqft lot

$85,000

Cole texted me the following: “This place is rough as hell. There was black mold in the basement and in the bathroom. The baseboards are coming away from the walls. Every room smells like cigarette smoke and old dog. Reminds me of my parents’ house growing up. I can’t believe they’re asking 85,000 for it. I want a place that feels like home, not a five-year project. It’s going to take a lot of work to get this place into shape. The Realtor was talking to me in code, I think. Letting me know that the neighbors were up at all hours. This one is a pass for sure. I can’t see myself living here at all.”

I told him what did you think we’d be able to get for 80K? You have to be realistic. We’re not going to live in Shaker Heights or over in Pepper Pike. We need a starter home.

I loved the backyard. We could sit at the back door at a little table and have breakfast each morning. And we could finally have our own garden and put a butterfly bush at the corner by the driveway. Maybe a pergola and a patio set. Everything needs to be redone, of course, but could be done in stages. The Realtor said she thought we could talk the owner down to maybe 78K. Add this next playtest money from The Ship of Death, we could put down 30%. Also, think about it, we’d have that whole basement to make a game room? Also, it had lots of good closet space.

I thought he’d be all about it, but all I heard was, Why not wait? Save more money? He said we could get something closer to where we live now. Or something that needs less time and energy. He thought I was persuading him with false dreams of all-night gaming. Hardly. I just want out of this apartment. It’s starting to feel like a poisoned shoebox.

So it’s a couple of hours later. And I’m writing this immediately after what’s just happened in the laundry room. Cole has the day off, and since I work from home, I take lots of “breaks.” He decided to go grocery shopping, and I wanted to do a quick load of laundry. I haul the basket down there, and it’s occupied. (We used to have two sets of washers and dryers, but the management company has dragged ass on getting a new set.) I recognize the woman. It’s Annabeth. She’s on the top floor. I don’t know her well. She lives alone. I think she’s an accountant or maybe a mathematician. I’m not sure. Something with numbers. She doesn’t leave her apt. often. She sees me and we say hi. She keeps feeding clothes into the dryer and putting dirty clothes into the washer. I wait for her to finish. I don’t know why—again. She’s using it. I should leave. There’s no point in waiting. And I think she can sense that, too.

But she turns to me as she closes the top of the washer.

“Did you see the police the night before last?” she said.

Not what I thought she was going to say. “No.”

“Weird. I called them after midnight. Maybe later. There was a guy trying to climb up our balconies.”

“What? That’s crazy.”

“I know, right? Anyway, the cops said they’d send someone over, but I don’t know what happened after that. I stayed locked into my room with the curtains shut. Couldn’t fall asleep.”

She wanted to say more. I waited.

“What’s your name again? Sorry—Lorrie?”

“Lorraine.”

“Right. Well, this guy was scaling the side of the building like a lizard.”

The way she said it made me think of my character Rot Apple bathing in the Sea of Zothique.

Annabeth Smith. That’s her name. I remember it from the buzzers in the lobby. As we stood there in the wake of this news, I appreciated how nerd-cute she was. She had jet-black hair in a bob with severe bangs. A style that went out years ago, but she clung to it with confidence.

Out of nowhere the thought came to me: Could I possess her soul?

I caught myself. Changed the subject to complaining about not having that second set of washer/dryer. She agreed. We left the laundry room at the same time, and I couldn’t help but notice how much bigger I was than her. Stronger, too. She was a petite little thing. (Reminded me a bit of Maureen, actually. Maureen had bangs.) It would take nothing for me to overpower her. Put one hand over her mouth. Drag her into the freight elevator. (Intrusive thoughts.)

I would not say that I was anxious. I wasn’t. I was thrilled. Which scared me. But also made me feel indestructible.

Maybe I shouldn’t be writing this here. But what else am I supposed to do? I would never act on such impulses. But The Ship of Death and Rot Apple fill most of my thoughts now. I carry the “Perpetual Sorrow” card in my hip pocket. Even though Cole said not to. When I got back from the laundry room, Cole was still gone. He texted a bit later saying he went to the gym first, then he was going to the store. I’d have more time to myself, and I cherished it. I curled up in the closet to dwell on my thoughts about Annabeth. I shut the door and basked in darkness. I closed my eyes.

Wish I had more of that chäln.

Today will never end. And I need it to. I’m going to describe two more batshit things that happened to me today. I think I’ve had my fucking fill.

When I woke up, Cole still wasn’t home. I texted and called, but he didn’t answer. I figured he got caught up talking to someone at the gym and was running late. The weather was warm but not muggy and sweltering like usual in June, so I decided to take a walk along the Rapid Transit line. I hate walking with headphones or talking on the phone. I used to read while I walked, but Cole convinced me that I’d get hit by a passing car unawares. So I stopped.

Still walking along the road, though, I was doing this tic I have where I count how many types of cars there are on the road. The first type that gets to ten wins. It’s dumb. You know, like, 5 Subaru, 4 Chevy, 6 VW, etc. But the stretch of RTA I was walking went dead with traffic for a bit, and I started picking up pretty flowers near the side of Shaker Boulevard. Everywhere this summer looks like a big sheet of Victorian wallpaper. A big stem of goldenrod was waving by the pavement. An odd place for it. But I didn’t care. And I should’ve left it. That would’ve been the appropriate move. But I was too in myself for that sort of reflective nonsense. I picked it and waved it around. I bent to check if there were any other cool flowers . . . and there was a blue thing moving in the grass. “Thing” is vague, I know. Let me say this: I thought it was some native Ohio salamander that I missed learning about in school. But this was not a salamander.

You know how I know? Ask me how I know.

Salamanders don’t walk on two legs.

Yeah. This wasn’t blueberry blue. This was Kool-Aid blue. Popsicle blue. Electric Smurf blue. And it was on two legs and had two arms and was about as long as my hand, tip to wrist. And about as wide as my palm, as well. There was only one. And it was leaping along through the tallish grass. Of course, I left my phone at home so as to have no distractions on my walk. Now I needed it for a photo.

I’d bet $100 that this creature was hunting. What? I don’t know. But it had that low stance of a hunter. Now, what would you do in this position? Stomp it? Run and scream? Mosey along like nothing’s happened? I prodded it with the goldenrod. It stopped.

With its small arms paused at its sides, I noticed it had claws. On both hands and feet. It had no hair. Smooth blue.

I prodded it again. The creature turned its head. This all happened in a moment. Its face was eyeless and the maw of it was wide open already upon turning with black thin fangs bared. A rotten green drool dripped from its tongue. It hissed. And while the sound of it was loud in my ears, there’s no way you could’ve heard it if just passing by.

I flinched and fell back, partially into the road—right in the way of an oncoming car. It honked and swerved as I rolled back into the grass. The swerving car nearly hit another truck in the oncoming lane. Someone yelled what a dumb bitch I was and there were more horns. I sat up and searched for the black-fanged blue, but it was already gone. Or, never existed?

Answer me this, Dr. Emily: How does one know when their reality is pulling itself apart? Or can you? What am I able to use to defend my sanity against this shit? Do I share this with you? What if I’m schizophrenic or borderline? What if I’m just legit crazy? I see small blue creatures and want to kidnap my neighbors. I don’t know how much more of this I can handle. Can’t believe I’m writing this, but I’d like to be left alone with my academic administration job.

When I came home, I was flushed and flustered. Cole was pissed that I’d left my phone, but I told him that it was an accident. We argued for ten minutes like that. And every time it died down, I attempted to break in with what had happened by the side of the road. When he finally calmed down, I told him what I’d found.

He simply stared at me like a petulant child. He didn’t even respond. He returned to unpacking groceries and said we were having a Greek salad with flatbread for dinner. I turned back around to go out into the garden to cool off.

“Don’t get hit by a car on your way down the stairs,” he said.

I wanted to chew his face off.

In the garden, I sat on the bench someone was kind enough to plop down there. No one used it though. No one but me. If we’re being real, I cried. Nothing dramatic. Just some tears to release my brooding anger. Then I looked down at the newly filled-in grave spot of the toad. And it was there. The toad. Resting, breathing. I knew it was the one I’d found. It was there on top of its own grave and in its stretched mouth, like nothing I’ve ever seen a toad doing before, it was swallowing a robin. Or trying to. The whole goddamn bird. Never in my life have I seen a toad eat a bird. But this toad was slowly working this robin into its not-big-enough body. What made it worse was the robin was still alive and struggling. A dark feather wiggling against the frog’s skin. A small yellow bird foot flexing in the air.

I pointed at the toad and decided I’d had enough. “No,” I said. “Stop it.”

The toad continued to work on the robin and the robin continued to die.

I went back upstairs, into my bedroom, shut the door, and stuck my head under the pillow. I took a third nap.

I dreamt. But I can’t even go into that here.








The Rules on Death Supplement, pg. 5 from The Ship of Death

. . . at the end of every third day in the game, player characters will roll a nine-sided die (an enneahedron). If the player rolls a 1 or a 9, they will become Death (see the corresponding appendix for Rules on Death) . . . You will have your own deck of cards, which you will need to carry on your person at all times . . .

As Death, you may intervene at any time and enforce any rules you wish, so long as you announce it ahead of time and every character gets a reaction role to see if they can escape Death . . .
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Letter

6/27

Dear Cole & Lorraine,

Had a great time a few days ago. Let’s do it again soon! Here’s a few more bottles of chäln to tide you over. (A younger woman was kind enough to carry it and this note up to your apartment, please thank her for me. Annabeth is her name.). Cole: If you read up on anything in that ludography, let me know. My number is on the back. Call anytime.

Sincerely,

Javier







Lorraine’s Journal


(undated)

Doctors are always wanting to know, “How do you feel” and “How does that make you feel.” Here’s how I feel: barely, if at all. Something is deadening me to the outside world. All I can think of, with any consistency, is how to improve Rot Apple’s standing on the Krirruk.

—I tried calling my mother earlier this morning and when she answered I started to tell her about Durfan. And when she asked if this was my new boss at work, and why hadn’t I said anything about it before, I had to ignore it and everything I planned to say and change the subject. Then she wanted to talk about my sister and I had to hang up.

—I am having a hard time on my walks. I need them. They are an absolute comfort to me. Or were. I went this morning before dawn and felt, well, cautiously relaxed. I tried to not seek out the small blue men or any toads. And I did not see any. However—there was a cabinet. I cannot be sure it was the cabinet from Durfan’s quarters, but I also am not ready to dismiss it.

Here:

I was walking down Hampshire off of Coventry. No one was out. Streetlights were still on. And there, about four to five houses down, in the middle of the street, was this cabinet. Short, squat. But I could tell it was made well, even from a distance. And it had one door, one handle, no lock.

Maybe it was left in the street for a pickup? Or maybe it fell off a truck?

Or maybe it was here because it wanted me. (Can you believe this junk, either?)

From far away, I could hear the handle turn, click. The door began to open slowly. The creaking.

I screamed. Dogs barked. I heard someone inside their house tell them, or me, to shut up. A few house lights popped on.

Everything inside of me wanted to go up to it. To pick it up and bring it home. Better yet: open it and crawl inside. But that’s impossible.

So I ran the opposite direction. I clenched my fists and ran. And I don’t run. I’m not that kind of person. But it was like high school all over again.








Cole’s iPhone Notes App (Locked)

Untitled

June 29, 2022

I can’t write this in the AGR. And I also can’t not write it down. So I’m keeping this in a locked Notes app, mostly so Lorraine doesn’t read it.

Since we’ve started playtesting The Ship of Death about a week ago, everything has turned upside down. The game is fun, don’t get me wrong. But something’s going on with Lorraine. Her demeanor has changed. I knew she was intense and always fell hard for activities she found interesting—but this is taking it too far. I mean, that’s what I thought about two hours ago. The latter part, not the former. She’s intense, but maybe there’s a reason why she’s acting this way.

So the idea to see a psychic was a combination of two things.

One: Javier’s character, Harput, went to see the spaewife. That was cool. I liked that. Gave the game a sense of mystique that it was missing.

Two: Every day on the way to work, I pass this sign for psychic readings. And every time, I laugh. It’s this pink neon sign in the shape of an upright hand and inside the hand is a burning lidless yellow eye. Underneath it says PSYCHIC in electric blue. It’s a normal-ass store front with apartments above. Small brick thing. So I figured that if a character in the game visited a psychic . . . maybe I could. Even as a laugh. Just to say that I had.

And finally let me say this: I’m not a believer of any kind. Or I wasn’t when I went for a reading. Maybe I’m less of a nonbeliever now, but in no way a dyed-in-the-wool worshipper of anything. I was raised by atheists and the whole idea of church and religion was so foreign to me. Lorraine was raised Catholic but not very devout. I’m saying this as a skeptic going into this whole thing.

I parked on the other side of the block. I didn’t want anyone to recognize my car. A woman answered the door after a few minutes. She seemed drunk or extremely tired. (Later, I found out this is her whole personality.)

“Come on in, sailor,” she said. “Do we have an appointment or is this a drop-in?”

“A drop-in, I guess.”

She nodded like I said something cool. “First time?”

“Yeah. Is that bad?”

“Is going to the doctor bad?” she asked. “Is knowing the state of one’s inner mind and soul and potential metaphysical future a negative, hun?”

“No,” I said.

“Then there you go. Ooh, you’re a handsome one. Sit over at that table, dear.”

She was barefoot. Small. A few tattoos on her arms. She wasn’t good-looking in the way that most men would think a woman attractive. But she had an attraction. Something about her made you want to be around her and listen to her. Do this for her. Her hair was long and pulled up into a pile on her head. And there were a few sticks in there. Not like chopsticks that some women use, but like . . . pieces of a tree from a yard. And I think there was an oak leaf in there, too. She was crunchy. That’s all I’ll say. Wisps of armpit hair peeked from the open-sided weight lifting T-shirt she wore and she smelled like oranges and sex. That’s weird, I know. But that’s the best way to describe it.

“How long have you been doing this?” I asked.

“This here in Cleveland? Oh, maybe eight, ten years. I was over in Pittsburgh before this. All over really. I’m from a little place called Paducah, Kentucky. You heard of it?”

I shook my head.

“But I’ve been doing readings since I was a little ’un,” she said. “It’s in the blood. My mama did it and her mama did it.”

“They were psychics?” I said.

She shushed me. “That’s a silly word, sailor. If we’re being honest, I prefer ‘priestess’—that’s my name, by the way, Tess. But really? If we’re being honest? ‘Witch’ is a better word. Though don’t go spreading that one around. Even in the city, these churchy fuckers will wanna burn my house down. Not that I’d care. This place is a piece of shit. But it’s a hassle to move, you know?” I couldn’t think of anything to say. What I thought was this: She’s a hell of a showman. Even if I left here with nothing but a fortune cookie-level result, I’d have paid for good entertainment. She leaned down and put a bottle of Cutty Sark on the table. Then she put two red Solo cups down. She poured liberally. She pushed one over to me. “I don’t need to ask if you drink. I know you do.”

I sipped the scotch. She drank all of hers in one go, refilled it.

“So, you want a reading, sailor?”

“Why do you keep calling me that? My name’s Cole.”

“I don’t know, Cole. You have something seafaring about you. It’s all around you like a stain in the air.”

She leaned forward with the cup in her hand. She was sitting cross-legged in her chair, but now she got up and crawled across the table to me, frustrated with something. Her face all scrunched up. She dipped a finger in the scotch and then reached out—“Don’t move”—and made some mark on my head with her wet finger. I was ready to bolt. But I was also turned on. She was satisfied by what she’d done and slid back into her seat. Now she wasn’t at all jolly. Her face was grim and serious. Like we had dark business to talk about.

“I sense death and otherworldliness on you,” she said, smiling a little at the end. “You, sir, my sailoring friend, are in contact with a shift in reality.”

“But you haven’t even done a reading.”

A many-bangled wrist brushed through the loose hair of her bun. “I’m doing it right now. Do you want cards? I can do cards. I can hold your hand, too. Or stare at your palm. Would that make this feel more authentic? Should I get my pointed hat and broom?” She uncrossed her legs to get up from the table. “There’s a black cat around here, but that’ll cost you extra.”

“No, no. Please. Stop. Sit. Can I tell you why I’m here?”

“That would be helpful to making a clearer reading.” She looked around. “There really is a cat, but I haven’t seen her in days. Pspspspspsps! Betsy! Foodies!” No cat. Silence. Tess shrugged. “Go on, sailor.”

I gave her the full story, starting with the email from Stan Rudabet about playtesting to Lorraine claiming she saw a blue creature on the side of the road. The whole time I talked, Tess drank half the Cutty Sark. Her eyes were still hard and shiny as wet rocks. Alcohol was afraid of her.

Tess closed her eyes and nodded, absorbing the story, the facts, the whatever.

I had to remind myself I’d voluntarily walked into a so-called psychic’s house (who was actually a witch?) with a neon sign outside. I waited. I wondered how much this would be. I only had $10 on me.

“And no one else has played this game?” she said. “The Ship of Death?”

I said, no. Not as far as I know. Me, Lorraine, and Javier. Apparently, there were some with Javier back when he said he had tried it, but who can prove it?

“I knew you were a sailor,” she said. I felt my face both flush and go pale. “Now I can do a reading.” She reached under the chair and pulled out a Ziploc bag full of tarot cards. She shuffled them up, cut the deck, and then drew one off the top.

It was a drawing of a massive tortoise on its back. And on its underside a city had been built. Towers, spires, arches. This was not the usual tarot deck I’d seen in movies or on TV.

“The Dead Tortoise,” she said. “Means ‘stasis.’ But not the kind that rots you. The kind that blooms from rot. Interesting.”

She flipped a second card.

“The Broken Mirror, inverted. Right side up, I’d say you were sharing a strange experience with someone close to you that will go poorly. But inverted, the meaning is much different. I spoke of a different reality. You are not sharing reality with someone close to you. Still, it will go poorly.”

That shook me. Even if it was vague.

She flipped the third, and last, card.

“Gaaahdammit,” she said. “The Green Star. This fucking thing haunts me, sweetie. Sorry. Hmm. I’ll be blunt. This is outer-dimensional stuff. Any time I’ve ever pulled this card in a reading, you’re messing with something Big Time.”

I drank the rest of the scotch and asked what the hell that was supposed to mean.

I felt like I had to shit, like I was about to get pushed out of an airplane.

“You want me to speculate a bit?”

“Yes, please,” I said.

“You’re so damn polite. Did you know that? It’s a problem.”

“Your speculation . . . please?”

“Alright, my guess is that Javier is not who he says he is. My next guess is that this game you’re playing? I would bet it’s not a game at all.”

I waited. She waited. She closed her eyes.

My skin tightened and, again, I had that dropping feeling in the belly when you go over a hill too fast. Probably it was the scotch. “If it’s not a game, then what is it?”

She shrugged, unbothered. “Dunno. But I will say, as my third and final guess, that there is no X.J. Mordan, this game designer guy. If you dig around a bit, you might find who actually made it and what this thing is supposed to do.”

“I’m not following. ‘Do’? When you play a game, you play to win, usually. If this isn’t a game, and it sure seems like one, then what is its purpose? Also, who in the hell am I sending these after game reports to? What’s the purpose?”

She sat up, all bothered. She was irritated by me. I could tell.

“Well, at this point, don’t stop. Keep it up. Whoever, whatever it is will get wise to you suddenly quitting. You don’t want eyes on you. Trust me. Can you bring me some of the game or all of it? I wanna get a look at it.”

“I can bring you some pieces. When should I come back?”

“Sooner the better.”

“What do I do until then?”

She bit at her cuticle. Spit it out. Then she reached over to another side table and took an orange off of it and peeled it in one piece. She ate. Juice dripped down her chin.

“Keep playing. Draw this Javier guy out. Find out what he wants. Find out why he’s so desperate to play. And didn’t he give you a list of books or something? You gotta look some of those up. He probably is trying to outright tell you what he wants but can’t. Or won’t. A coward, I bet. Has he tried to hurt you?”

“No. He brought us booze.”

She laughed. “You can’t fault a man for hospitality! Eh, who knows. Speaking of tipple, go next door, sailor, and get me another bottle of Cutty.”

“Next door?”

“Yeah, did you not see how perfectly placed I am? The liquor store is on the corner next to this place. Chop chop, cutie. I need to find Betsy and you need to hit the books. And I got an appointment with a lonely housewife in 30 minutes. Those never end well, and I’d rather get as glazed as a doughnut.”

I had just enough for a pint of Cutty.

I’m in my car. All I can think is: What if that wacko is right about even 10% of what she spouted? I can’t tell Lorraine, can I? I don’t know. Maybe not yet.






Selections from Appendix Q.3 Bibliography & Ludography for The Ship of Death Composed by X.J. Mordan


In compiling and collecting all of my inspirations for this game, I had to dig deeply into the archives of my library. I revisited books I had not read in decades. And I was able to finally read some books that I’d never opened after purchasing. They are listed below in no particular order. I have included as much information as I have about the publications. Many titles are a sort of hapax legomena of their kind. And thus, there is no bibliographic information to share. However, intrepid researchers can find their origins with a library possessing a robust acquisitor and bibliographer, I’m sure.
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Books

The Purpurate Skeleton of Pith, the Autobiography of a Ludopath–Eduardo Soborink

The Tocsin in the Imagination

The Ludic Marriage to Story

Kalathus of Nothing - Hortensius

Goetia in Nox - Hortensius

False Incantations: Their Uses, Faults, & Poems

Achernar, the Poison Board

Anti-Consequence in Zothique

The Gravimetric Qualities of Memory

TBRN: Essays Written from Outside Time

Games (all of the following designed and created by Percival Hortensius)


[Hortensius was important to me as a game designer because he never cared about the players as players. He wanted a purely transformative experience. Hortensius used to say, “I have found a way for a game to turn a person into a different entity the same way a caterpillar turns into a butterfly.” No one believed him. But he is unparalleled in his mastery of ludic transmography.]



Rotten Dredged Light

The Holy Order of Yegg

Pronouncements! Pronouncements! Pronouncements!

The Defenestration of Heretical Priests in the Meshikal

Cruel Mockery of Children in Golden Rays

Disowning of the Toad

The Sands of Kÿ

Hark! Ash, Silt

C’to / M’n






Excerpts from Wikipedia Article for “Percival Hortensius”

Last edited June 29, 2022

Percival Hortensius

Percival Hortensius ([hɔrˈtẽːsi.ʊs]; born Yvor Daniel Grammer; 20 October 1880–March 1975?) was an English-American occultist, ceremonial magician, metaphysical game designer, epic poet, memoirist, rhetorician, and recluse. He was a one-time acolyte of Aleister Crowley and the religion of Thelema but violently broke with Crowley in the early 1920s to start his own mystical order, known as Tabrun. Despite acting as the sole leader of Tabrun, he was rarely seen in public for 50 years until his death.

Early Life

Youth

Hortensius, born Yvor Grammer, was born in Vincennes, Indiana, in a small cabin on the edge of his father’s farm on 20 October 1880. His father, Sperry “Tom” Grammer (1850–1890), a soldier in the British Army, had taken part in suppressing the ‘Urabi Revolt in Egypt. But upon the defeat of the ‘Urabilist Forces, Tom Grammer was disaffected by the British Empire’s part in the invasion. He abandoned his post in Alexandria and fled to Cairo. There, he lived for a short time under disguise as a Greek textile trader (and in Cairo he would claim to have picked up his first arcane knowledge passed to his son), and managed passage aboard a tramp steamer to Gibraltar, where his British identity allowed his further travel to America. Settled in New York City, he quickly married Catherine Pond (1852–1916), the oldest daughter of New England pedagogue Emil Pond. Tom Grammer was a spiritualist and practitioner of magickal arts. While Catherine, a schoolmistress, was raised an evangelical Christian, their two beliefs merged. Hortensius was interested in their backgrounds from an early age. As an only child, he had their devoted attention and was educated in a myriad of religious beliefs. The Grammers moved to Indiana in 1878 to live a rustic life.

Isolated in rural Indiana, Hortensius spent most of his time learning from his parents or alone in the woods along the Wabash River. His first game, Rotten Dredged Light, was created in 1888 after a weeklong hike with his father in what would become the Hoosier National Forest, and also along the Ohio River. The game was composed mostly of cards with various hermetic symbols drawn on to be stacked at various angles according to the current astronomical configuration of that season. It was also the first game that Hortensius claimed carried him out of his body.

Hortensius persuaded his mother to leave Christianity when he was 10 years old, a few months before his father died. He wrote in his diary that “It was a glorious day in our home. Father celebrated by slaughtering a blessed goat, and mother made a blood cake. We also shared in father’s prepared drink.” After his father died from tongue cancer (the same as Crowley’s father), Catherine quit teaching in the local school and focused her time on educating Hortensius. However, she mostly helped construct and manufacture his ideas for games. They were both eventually run out of Vincennes and forced to move to Indianapolis. He was accepted early to Indiana University and took courses there for the fall semester in 1897 before leaving with his mother for England. Once there, he was accepted into Cambridge University. It was here he met and befriended Aleister Crowley.

[. . .]

Development of Tabrun

Origins

Hortensius developed Tabrun in response to Crowley’s Thelema. He said he would “reverse Crowley and everything he attempted.” He never elaborated on what this meant. For Hortensius, the core tenet of Tabrun was, as written in his first manifesto, Goetia in Nox, “exploration outside of this reality,” which to him meant, this physical universe, “and seeking those forgotten ones who perhaps made us but have set aside their creations from boredom, but wish to revisit them every so often.” The core unit of this exploration was the Imagination. For Hortensius, the Imagination was not merely the neuro-electrical manifestation of a material brain, but rather a tether from the human consciousness to dimensions beyond. As he wrote in Kalathus of Nothing: “the brain is a matrix for the Imagination, or it is nothing. And since we know that it is not nothing, then the Imagination must go forward. But into what? Time? Space? No. It must travel from mind to mind like an Infection. Reality is created in the mind through the Imagination. For those entities that share the ability of exogenous and endogenous Imaginary, the reality you inhabit has been passed down to you like a congenital disease. It is only that we do not question it and try to change it or elaborate on our own Imaginings that it stays in stasis.”

Hortensius believed that Crowley merely talked about ceremonial magick and true will, but that he never was brave enough to enforce the Imagination outward into a physical sense. When, in 1925, while on vacation in Chennai, India, Hortensius observed two men playing chess, when one suddenly stabbed the other through the eye, yelling “Cheat!” and walked away, he was overcome with a realization: Games have the power to invest the Imagination with true power. It was through games that humans come to manifest their Imaginative resources fully. He then believed that one could transform themselves into other realms or timelines through the use of ludic magick. And so, his first game designed after this realization, while still in Chennai, was Cruel Mockery of Children in Golden Rays. This game was a combination of war game, card game, and joke-telling. It required at least five children to carry out. The rules to the game are now lost. But it is thought that repetitive insults and incantations would eventually turn the children into rays of light.

[. . .]

Reclusivity

After the design of The Holy Order of Yegg and The Defenestration of Heretical Priests in Meshikal, Hortensius disappeared from public life altogether. He was never famous in his time, and it is hard to say if he truly was missing or just reclusive. Though some scholars believe that he was indeed missing for multiple decades, even to those close to him, including his much put-upon wife, Scarlet Gathan, daughter of the infamous chocolate magnate Brutus Love-Gathan. When he came out of seclusion in 1974 after hearing about Dungeons & Dragons, he praised Gary Gygax and TSR, Inc. for taking Imagination seriously and for trying to push past the current realm.

[. . .]
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	Forbin, Dr. Emily <e.forbin@psychassociates.com>

To: Wyler, Lorraine <wylerlore@doormail.com>






Good morning, Lorraine:

I hope everything is going more smoothly. I wanted to check in and see how the “ship game” outing was going. (Do people say “outing” anymore? [image: ]) I asked my receptionist if he remembered anything about that picture you pointed out. I thought I’d had him buy it for me. He says I bought it, but I’m not sure I remember how I actually came to possess it. All the same, I wanted to follow up and touch base on how you’re doing post-meeting. I got a call from the pharmacy about a renewal of your sertraline. I gave them the go-ahead.

Sincerely,

Dr. Emily



From: Wyler, Lorraine <wylerlore@doormail.com>

To: Forbin, Dr. Emily <e.forbin@psychassociates.com>

Date: Jun 30, 2022, 12:15 PM

Subject: Re: Checking In/Games

Dr. E,

Thanks for checking in! Yeah, I’m doing much better. I was letting my anxiety take hold and keep me from living the way we said I should. In fact, we may be playing the game again tonight. Also, I started the journal like you suggested. Just a cheapie Mead college ruled thing but it helps. Really, I am doing so much better than that day when I came in. God, what an embarrassment. “Obsessed”?! I can’t believe I used that word. I’m such a dramatic showboat.

Have a good day,

L.







Lorraine’s Journal


June 30, 2022

Ten Things I Hate About Being Alive Right Now:


	1.I carry Perpetual Sorrow everywhere now. The card is disintegrating. I’ve showered with it. Shit with it. Eaten with it. I talk to it. I feel, sometimes, it talks back to me. I hope that the card’s disappearance will mean I stop thinking about how to fulfill it.

	2.This is not like forgetting to get paid when crossing Go in MONOPOLY. This is not like using the wrong supply to build a road in CATAN. There is something growing in me, in my thoughts. I was thinking of it earlier like . . . mental coral. It’s branching and hardening. But it’s also a defensive mechanism. And I can’t quit thinking about it.

	3.I’m not sure this journal is helping me, Dr. Emily. I know what I just wrote to you and said I was okay, but. Yeah. No.

	4.I have invited Annabeth Smith over for lunch today. I am going to give her chäln. I cannot continue like this. She is the one.

	5.I stopped taking sertraline. I felt like I was living behind a wall of cotton.

	6.Javier dropped off more chäln. I’ve been drinking half a bottle a day. No more. No less. It stops being intoxicating after a while. Which I like. Instead it immerses me in a deep sense of release. Release from feeling. From consequence.

	7.I asked Javier what “chäln” meant. He said it was a word from his childhood. It’s a mispronunciation of a word that means “drink.” I know a little Spanish, and drink is “bebida.” So I’m not sure what dialect of Spanish he’s speaking. But then again, maybe he’s not Spanish.

	8.For Annabeth and myself, I made tuna fish sandwiches and served us potato chips with Cokes. I poured a small amount of chäln into Annabeth’s glass when she wasn’t looking. I did this a few times. She drank 100 ml. I want to see what it does to her first. She was very talkative and nice. I asked her about her family and where she’s from. I didn’t listen, though. The whole time I was focusing on how I could possess or capture her. And what that would mean?

	9.After she left, I went straight to the closet and cried for thirty minutes. My face is now red and raw and I can’t understand the thoughts that are in my head. I do not want to be this way.

	10.Is this closet my substitute Cabinet of Ygg?

	11.(Bonus) Trying to find a house in this climate is like being told you either don’t have enough money to live comfortably with dignity or you do. And if you do, you never question that comfort or dignity were even on the chopping block. I’m going to see another place today. I have zero faith that it’ll work for either of us.











Police Dispatch, Complaint Call Made to non-911 line

(Recorded June 29, 2022 8:48PM)

Dispatch: Lea Jolito

Caller: Anonymous

Summary: Caller reported a nuisance and potential harassment near Coventry Rd. and Lancashire Rd. near the Marc’s grocery store. A man in a yellow jacket with black hair was panhandling which turned into verbal abuse and some physical altercations. He said he was a naval captain and was, according to the caller, “lost in his cabinet.” Caller reported the man following shoppers from Marc’s into the parking structure next door and then verbally assaulting them if they neglected to give him a handout. Officer Porquette was dispatched to drive by and check it out.

Note: There was mention of a yellow jacket from one of Officer Rantoul’s reports on 6/22/22.








Cole Wyler’s 3rd After Game Report, Pt. 1

Date: June 30, 2022

Time Played: 4 hrs., 45 min.

Players: Cole & Lorraine & Javier

Player Characters: Willem Lowcoin (a disgraced and alcoholic sorcerer who now possesses the book The Cruelties of Thoom) and Rot Apple (a one-eyed assassin with a horrible cough, dying of a terminal disease placed upon her by a passing witch; has now been chosen to replace Psaltisk as first mate of the Krirruk) and Harput (a sailor from outside of the Mishilect who was forced into service after his village was burned to the ground by a vicious band of women warriors; has visited a fortune-teller who told him, “You may only return home through a dark and difficult ritual”).

Before we began this third session, Lorraine told me that not playing the game messed up her everyday habits. And I can confirm that she’d not been acting herself. So I was happy to get another session on the books. Even if, perhaps, I needed the time to get some personal errands done. Javier had texted me earlier anyway asking if we were up for it. So I told him to come over around 8pm.

Javier arrived a little earlier than planned and brought even more of those swing top glass bottles of chäln with him, of which I found out we’d already had two extra that Lorraine had killed behind my back. (I mention this because it’s an oddity—Javier seems to own one outfit, the pale yellow jacket, black shirt, etc. And his face is still bruised, slow to heal. I wonder if he does drugs . . .) Because of last session’s activities (see the character summary above), the board needed to grow. Part of the map was now occupying our counter space. And the living room floor rug resembled a large classroom map, browned and faded.

Lorraine poured chäln for all of us, and she and Javier toasted. I left mine aside. I wasn’t thirsty.

“Lorraine, have you fulfilled your task with the ‘Perpetual Sorrow’ card?” Javier asked. “If you don’t, you have to draw another card from the Fate deck.” He flourished his hand out to bring attention to the deck. I noticed his hands were clear of psoriasis. And the swollen knuckles were back to normal.

Lorraine gently placed the thoroughly rubbed and worn card onto the table. The sharp edges were dulled. Corners creased. Water washed. Smudged. I could barely read it. Lorraine had it memorized, of course. I tried to catch her eye. What the hell had she been doing to the card?

She said: “I want to possess . . .” and the name was inaudible. Javier and I both leaned in. We looked at each other and shrugged. I didn’t recognize a name from the game. We waited. She looked up. (This was so not like her to act fey, by the way. But I didn’t say anything to embarrass her. Again, the game brings out the weirdest side of her.) “I want to possess . . . Psaltisk.”

Javier whistled. He was on his second drink already. Lorraine wasn’t far behind. I didn’t think choosing Psaltisk was a crazy idea. But I was sure it would be hard. We all set to digging up the mechanism by which a character could possess another one. It took five diligent and silent minutes. I found it in the core Rule Book on pg. 96 under the heading “The Curation of Auguries from Flesh.”


The Curation of Auguries from Flesh

(possession & the like)

When a character desires to possess or inhabit the flesh

of another, whether a Player Character or a Non-Player

Character, the one desiring must roll a d9 then add

their Brokenness statistic. If that number is 9 or higher,

they may attempt a possession (no guarantee of success).

The player must chaunt their desired object of possession

while the other players roll a d20 and subtract their

Turpitude from that number. If the final number

is 3 or lower, the possession takes hold.

Further, you must also convince the other players

that it would be beneficial for you.



“A nine-sided die?” I said. “Where in the hell is that?”

“Javier has one,” Lorraine said. “Because he has to play Death now.”

I’d forgotten. He had a whole Rule Book in his hand that he’d been studying. My head started to ache from all the potential reading.

Javier handed the d9 to Lorraine. She flinched as if it was hot. Tossed it up in the air and caught it again. A thought struck me. I put my hand on Lorraine’s to stop her from rolling. I picked up my glass of chäln. The other two did, as well. Javier was all too happy to stop and drink. We clinked glasses and drank.

Then I said: “What’s the win condition of this game?”

They both stared at me. I’d gone through as much of the written material as possible, and I’d still not come across anything that said HOW TO WIN THE GAME. Or WHEN TO STOP PLAYING. They both began talking at the same time, saying something about sailing the Krirruk to a distant port safely or finding out what was in the Cabinet of Ygg or performing the Ritual of Ototh or bringing this unnamed god-entity thing to the world or identifying all the Intensities.

I will admit here: I believed none of it. I don’t think there is an end to this game. I don’t think you wanted a win condition, Mr. Mordan. I believe that this game is meant to be an immersion unlike any game before it. An aesthetic bodysuit. A cake pan for the life of another person. More obsessive than Magic: The Gathering or Dungeons & Dragons or Pokémon. More addictive than any video game. More addictive than alcohol or drugs, even. The ultimate persuasion.

I nodded. “Okay. Just checking. Please, roll.”

Lorraine rolled a 7 on the nine-sided die, which moved eerily. Her Brokenness was a 2. She won the chance to succeed at possession. Without pause, she chanted (“chaunted”) “Psaltisk, Psaltisk, Psaltisk . . .” in a low phlegmy voice.

It was Javier’s and my turn to roll. I rolled a critical fail—1. Javier rolled a 6. With a Turpitude of 4, he was below 3. Lorraine succeeded in possession. She kept chanting. Javier was smiling. I told her she could stop. She didn’t.

“Do you want to describe how this goes down, Rot Apple?” I said.

Lorraine stopped and looked at me.

[I will finish the rest of the session in the form of action summary with final notes at the end . . . each one is, mostly, how the player described their own actions . . .]


Rot Apple–The assassin wakes up in her bunk with her hands grasping her daggers. She is alone in the hold. Since Durfan has made her first mate, those who supported Psaltisk avoid her, if possible. And those who had no allegiance are unsure of her. She sits up and coughs a racking and disgusting sound up from her lungs. She spits out a bloody and green wad of what seems like her own flesh. It moves a bit. She digs her boot heel on it. It stops. She unloops a wineskin from the peg above her bunk and drinks deeply of the pissy vinegar. Today, now, is the time. She will remove Psaltisk from her ladder upward. She has been practicing an incantation she learned from a hag in her village many years ago. Not unlike the hag that cursed her with the disease she suffers from. This incantation was a long and difficult one to memorize, but the hag assured Rot Apple that, if said correctly and fervently—and with an undying devotion in its object—that it could possess the flesh and maybe even soul of anyone it was directed toward. It was a four- or five-day affair. Rot Apple had spoken to no one in days, except to herself, and to whatever Intensity may’ve happened through her. Which was none. She chaunted in her sleep, and every dream took the backdrop of a great and secret possession. Her meals were merely fuel to incant for a longer period. To make certain her words made a purse around the other’s soul.

As Rot Apple emerged onto the deck, no one paid her any mind. Her daggers sheathed, she strode on the mist-strewn boards and hunted for Psaltisk. When she found him, he was greasing a capstan. She whispered the incantation—that even now is unknown to her, the cabalistic quality of them so hard to recapture—and Psaltisk stood, expecting a fight. He wiped his hands, pushed up his sleeves. “I wondered when you’d have the nerve to face me,” he said.

Rot Apple’s voice was ascending in tone and volume. And almost everyone on deck was waiting and watching for her to unsheathe a blade. A fist to swing. But she merely chaunted until she reached a peak and thrust her torso at her target. Almost launching the final word at him like a harpoon or a quarrel.

The sound hit Psaltisk in the chest and he collapsed immediately. Blood gushed from his eyes, ears, and nose. He fell like a hurt bint. No one came to his aid. Rot Apple choked up another wad of glistening incarnadine and let it fly at the possessed’s feet. This phlegm also wriggled but she did not stamp it out. Let the worm of infection breed, she thought.

As if adjunct to her own river of feeling and thought, another smaller course linked in with her. That of Psaltisk. She could command what and how he felt, how he moved, how he behaved. Where there was once freedom, there was now prisonage. She was now the falconer and Psaltisk’s will the falcon. And he knew this. As he rose up on his elbows and locked eyes with her, he knew he’d been sold out from underneath himself. A victim of his own innocence. A thing to be crushed under her heel, if she so desired.

Rot Apple flicked her hand and Psaltisk stood upright in a trice. He settled back in to greasing the capstan and wiping the dripping blood from the leaks in his face.

She turned and Durfan was there on the stern deck, awaiting her. The crew spread like a sentient sea and closed in her wake.

“Come,” he said. They retreated to his quarters below. Her heart thrummed. The cabinet and its innards. So close. So tempting. Durfan knew this. And this was why he had her here.

“I will not gainsay your possession of Psaltisk. But . . . it is not enough.”

“How is it not enough, Captain? What else can I do to prove myself to you?”

Durfan’s face was lost in the gloom of his hood, his bloody bold beard. His voice swelled to fill the quarters.

“Get me and my ship to Ototh. Then you will be complete.”

Harput–The sailor found himself torn between Psaltisk and Rot Apple. Both were worthy, but no one really knew anything about the woman assassin. Though, on a ship, the pull was toward those with a sense and display of power. And many of the crew were swayed toward the assassin’s claim to first mate. Suddenly, the ship rolled and rocked, as if a large rock had struck it. There was a wild cry from ahead and Harput ran to see. The bloodtossers whose job it was to keep the ensorcelled path of the Krirruk alive were running out of blood. Since the captain and the first mate were below, the second mate—a one-armed beast of a man named Shold—chose Harput and three other sailors to go into the hold and source more blood. “It must be blessed,” Shold said. “If you bring back unblessed blood, this ship will sink faster than an iron turd.”

Harput searched the lowest hold for barrels of blood, but they had been emptied in the search for Ototh. And none were purchased in Eshwen. There was one lone barrel hidden, but it turned out curdled and rotten. There was noise in the hold next to him. The ship ground horribly. The hull was bottoming out. The next hold was where the thralls and hierodules were kept. Harput surmised that the blood would have to come from somewhere—



[I stopped Javier’s narration here and asked why we have to sacrifice the thralls and hierodules for blood. He said, “How else are we supposed to get any blood?” I asked him why we needed it in the first place, and he said that’s how the game is played. The ship ran on blood. Lorraine was quiet. I looked to her for support or resistance. “Sacrifice a few,” she said without looking at me. “Besides, it isn’t real anyway. Calm down, Cole.”]


—and so the sailors chose three of the thralls and hierodules, performed a prayer and blessing over them, then . . . took their blood. The cries and screams of the others were impossible for Harput to absorb. When he delivered the blood to Shold, Rot Apple was there watching, approving. Shold told Harput and the others that they’d done well. Ototh was within reach. The necrotic scraps of the dead god had been nailed to the mainmast like a nagging creature shown a lesson. A reminder.

Willem Lowcoin–Amidst this disturbance, Lowcoin and the other sorcerers assembled to discuss how to survive the coming weeks. It was agreed among them—and many of them were of rivalrous magickal backgrounds and disciplines—that working together was best. They would take no stand on ship politics or intervene in Durfan’s personal grudges. They would, however, stop anyone from undue harm.

“What about what happened to Psaltisk?” Lowcoin asked.

Another sorcerer, a short and hirsute man, leveled a gaze at him. “I have not seen magick like the assassin wielded in many years. I don’t know if any of us could have stopped that.”

“She possesses him, entirely,” an elderly wizard said. His back shaped like a shepherd’s hook. No one could see his face. “It is an unspoken law in my discipline that possession is forbidden. It is the lowest of the low for those in sorcery.”

Murmurs of agreement.

They watched Harput carry up the new supply of blessed blood. The sorcerers were silent.

“Is there no way we can stop that vile practice?” Lowcoin said.

The elderly wizard spoke: “Yes, but it will be denied by Durfan. One need not kill cuttlefish for their ink anymore, and yet many still do. Because they enjoy the destruction. The bestial is often preferred to the civilized when the circle of humanity is drawn narrowly.”

The Krirruk jolted a brief moment. All the sorcerers stumbled or fell. The bloodtossers hanging from the bowsprit screamed and yipped. Crew ran to the forecastle. Sailors and sorcerers pressed against the gunwales.

They had left land behind. It receded apace. Below them now was a sea of blood. For as far as the eye could see—crimson blood, lapping in waves in the strong air. The Krirruk fell into the sea and she, for the first time, sailed in a body of liquid. The ship moved like a proper vessel. Men wailed from the bobbing and rocking.

The ship was abuzz. Even Durfan took his place on the quarterdeck to examine the situation. From under his right side, above his cutlass, he pulled a large brass-tipped ram’s horn and pressed it to his lips. He blew a tocsin that had never been heard on the ship. But word slowly spread that this was the signal.

All were heading in the direction of Ototh. The Isle of Ototh was found in the Vapir Sea. Which, it seems, they’d all found their way toward.



Javier broke in and said, “Cole, I was reading through the Rules on Death book, and it says that if Durfan ever blows the ram’s horn, Death must draw from its personal deck. We’ll go ahead and choose Lowcoin for the consequence.”

“Wait but you’re playing Durfan. Maybe we should’ve rolled to see if he blew it. Actually, aren’t we supposed to do that?”

“No,” Lorraine said. “I checked.”

“Can I see where it says that?”

“I don’t remember where it was,” she said. She didn’t look at me.

“Well.” I waited.

“You don’t believe me?” she said.

I sighed. “Do I get a reaction roll or anything?”

“Let me draw the card first and see what it is,” Javier said. He read it then slid it over to me. It read:


The Unbecoming of Want and Wanter

Death has chosen you. The Mgo Intensity crosses your

path and will not leave. You are stricken with pustules that

emit biting flies, and your skin turns to parchment.

No one approaches you. You are left to die.

Mgo will claim you.

You have three rounds to evade Mgo.



“Goddamn it,” I said. “How do I evade Mgo?”

Javier didn’t hide his pleasure. “It doesn’t say. Probably because it’s an Intensity? Find a spell? Communicate with it? I don’t know. By the way, this round counts as one.”

I couldn’t think straight. I used Javier’s idea first. I would try to communicate with, reach out to, the Mgo Intensity. For some reason, I was sweating. The pressure of this decision, of this whole moment in-game, was creating a deep anxiety in me. As if my life truly hung in the balance. I couldn’t hold the booklets still as I searched and flipped through them. I handed one to Lorraine.

“Here, help me find something.”

She tossed it down.

“You’re on your own, Lowcoin.” She sipped on the chäln.

I’d be lying if I said that didn’t hurt me.

I riffled through random booklets, until I spotted the The Horn of Intensities broadsheet, the quick reference guide to the Mishilect Intensities.

[image: ]
“What the hell does any of this mean?”

Javier and Lorraine shrugged. They were as confused as I was. But neither of them were sweating as much as me. I assumed it was the alcohol. My cheeks burned.

Mgo was isolated. Except for the inverse of itself, Ogm. But I didn’t know what that meant. And I was willing to bet that the game wasn’t about to enlighten me, either. Further, I was at a loss as to what all the arrows meant. Did that mean the Intensities were related? Connected somehow? And then there was Ygg at the bottom, removed from everything. That scared me. Unapproachable.

The whole point of the Mishilect Intensities was that they weren’t gods. And you couldn’t pray to them or reach out to them or solicit their protection or mercy. I grabbed the Rule Book and searched for “Communication.” Under that were three kinds: Human, Arcane, Animal. I thought Arcane fit best. Here were the options for me:


Arcane Communication

To contact an entity outside of your

metaphysical realm, you must have

1. A cup of blood,

2. A handful of dust, &

3. Tears of the anguished.

Set these into a nine-sided boundary

and light a fuligin candle.

Put your hand into the umbra of the lit candle.



“Where am I going to get a fuligin candle? What the hell even is that? Hand me that booklet.” I searched the table for a glossary. Organization was in short supply.

Lorraine said that the ship would likely have a fuligin candle. Especially if Durfan was captain. The blood and dust were relatively easy to access. We had just produced a fresh crop of blood and were floating, ostensibly, on a sea of it. And dust, no matter how much the crew cleaned, was everywhere under the main deck. Tears of the anguished were slightly trickier.

“I go to Psaltisk and touch his head,” I said. “I dig up a memory of his family.”

“Intense,” Javier said. “I like it.”

There were the tears Lowcoin needed. “Perhaps,” I said, “they were memories of abandonment. Of leaving his family behind against his will. The way his wife slumped in the doorway. The way his fellow villagers stood capable but stiff. Angry but too afraid to move.” I felt Lorraine turn rigid next to me. That would not go over well later. But I didn’t care. I had Lowcoin find a fuligin candle in a box underneath a tarp that was meant to protect Durfan’s private items. But the sailor on watch caved when Lowcoin threatened to ensorcel him. He lit the candle.

“The candle projects a shadow instead of light,” Javier said. “Are all of your items arranged appropriately?”

They were. I said I was putting my hand in the candle’s anti-light. But when I did that, a burst of acid reflux shot up my throat and into my mouth. I cough-choked on it. For a moment, when I looked at my hand (outside the game)—it was just a shadow. I coughed harder. (I had tears in my eyes, tho. Maybe I didn’t see it correctly.) Javier asked what it looked like, my hand in the fuligin candle anti-light. I described it as I saw it, but as soon as I did, my hand returned. Was this the opposite of me after my interaction with the Intensity that I was warned about?

Javier had a smug expression. “Now you can communicate. Go for it. You’ll have to roll something, though. You’ll need to get, say, an 18 on a d20. Use your Turpitude.”

My Turpitude was a 5. I rolled the d20—it fell on the floor and landed on 13.

I couldn’t quit coughing. My esophagus was burning. I hadn’t had an attack like this in years. I was trying to point to the Tums in the kitchen above the sink. Lorraine didn’t move. But I know she knew what was going on.

“No, roll it again. That doesn’t count.” This was Lorraine.

“What!”

Javier nodded.

I rolled again. An 11. “Assholes,” I muttered. Failure.

I couldn’t breathe. My throat was constricting. I wondered if it was a panic attack or a side effect of the reflux.

The next round continued. Rot Apple trained fellow sailors in sword fighting and Harput got into a slugging match with another sailor and tried to climb down a rope to touch the blood sea. Harput claimed to sense a large creature just under the surface, following us.

Then it was back to me.

I rolled and got a 14. With Turpitude, a 19. I staved off Mgo. It was like a pair of hands that had been strangling me finally let go. I could breathe. My throat stopped burning. As soon as Javier announced my success, I stood up and threw the cards down. Javier and Lorraine both reeled back.

“What’s up your ass?” Lorraine said.

“You didn’t try to communicate yet,” Javier added.

“I’m tired. And I have to work tomorrow.”

“Yeah, at 8pm,” Lorraine said.

“Still, I’ve missed a lot of sleep these last few days, and I feel like shit all of a sudden. Thanks for coming, Javier. We’ll let you know when we plan to play again.” I collected up the booklets, pamphlets, sheets, and dice. I bussed the empty glasses of chäln and even took the empty bottles and rinsed them and tossed them into the recycling bin. I know it sounds bitchy, but the tension in the game set my teeth on edge. And they knew it. They liked it.

“Why can’t we keep playing?” Lorraine said to Javier.

“Sure, if Cole’s okay with it.”

I slammed a fist into the freezer door. It ricocheted open. A frozen lump of food, possibly an ice cream bar, fell out onto the floor. “I’m not.”

They both considered me, as if I was possibly joking. I was not joking. I scrambled to pick up the tiles of the map. The minifigs and chits and tokens tumbled onto the floor. I grabbed a paper grocery bag and shoved as much of The Ship of Death as I could into it. Lorraine was at my back trying to pull me up. Javier was saying, “Come on, Cole, come on.” When I stood up, Lorraine had a handful of my shirt twisted in her fist.

“Let go,” I said. I said it like a father to a petulant child.

She slapped me across the face. I think for the first time in our entire relationship.* And it stung, hard. I pointed at Javier without looking. “Go.”

“I didn’t take you for a quitter, Cole,” he said. He was smiling, his gold tooth winking. I realized how much like a pirate he resembled.

“We’ve barely spent any time with you, man.”

His face was calm. Restful. His sudden lack of affect bothered me. He smiled wider. Those crooked teeth. I wanted to pull each one out and smash them on the sidewalk with a ball-peen hammer.

“You know me. Just like I know you and Lorraine.”

With that, he packed up what was left of his stuff and went out the door, leaving it wide open. I turned to Lorraine. As soon as he left, it was like she’d changed. Her face in her hands. She reached out for my hand. I took hers.

“I can’t believe I did that, Cole. I’m sorry.”

“I shouldn’t have yelled at him. Or you. It was my fault.”

“No, no . . .”

I kissed the top of her head. She smelled like chäln. Made my stomach turn. I asked if I should go apologize. She said, maybe. She bent to pick up pieces of the game and held them in her hand like broken eggshells. Then she nodded. Yes, I should.

So I ran after him. At the top of the stairs, I heard the front door slam. I took the steps three at a time and caught him halfway down the block. I yelled, and he turned, standing under a streetlamp.

“Did I forget something?” he said, as if I hadn’t thrown a fit at all.

“No, I just wanted to apologize for that.”

“No need. I get it. Games get tense. People lose their temper.”

“Well, it’s not just that, Javier. There’s other factors, right.” I waited for him to pick up on my implication. Our shadows were long in the lamplight.

“I don’t get your meaning. What other factors?”

“I mean, you, man. We don’t really know each other—wait, wait, we don’t, though, right?—and you’ve got this homemade booze, which, whatever, but then my wife starts acting all weird. Can you not see how this would bother someone?”

“Honestly, no. But I guess I have to believe you.” He refolded his pale yellow jacket and threw it over his shoulder, in a jaunty way. Like he was on a stroll on a boardwalk after a fine dinner.

I clenched my hands. My throat swelled with anger.

“Listen, I don’t know if we should game anymore. It’s a weird time for Lorraine and—”

“Does Lorraine know this? Is this what she wants?”

I gave him a look that said, Who the fuck do you think you are?

Then he stepped right up to me, face-to-face, nose almost touching nose. I could smell his breath. It was like cold wind and fernet. This was not the man who’d been liquored up in 1983 a week and a half ago. This was someone completely different. A different DNA. A different soul.

“Listen, I think we are close to finishing the scenario. Let’s do it. You don’t know what you have here. You don’t understand or appreciate what it means to have an X.J. Mordan design in your kitchen. And you trash it? You throw it all around? It’s a fucking insult.” He spat the last word at me. “You don’t deserve it.”

I turned my head from his spit and intensity, and our shadows caught my eye. Or his did. It was bigger than before. And the shadow had massive hands like claws and a tail coming from the back. I wiped my face and looked at Javier, and then back at the shadows. It was as it had been. Two men, talking in the night.

He didn’t take his eyes off of me. He was waiting. “Will you finish the game? If you do, I won’t come around anymore.” He crossed his heart with a finger that seemed to glow. “Promise.”

We shook hands. I went back inside.







Lorraine’s Journal


July 1, 2022

Hello, Dr. Emily. I’m addressing this entry to you, because if you ever end up reading it, I hope you understand you gave me the strength to carry out what I have written down.

When Cole came back from talking to Javier outside, he was seething. But Cole seething is like another person being chill. You have to spend a lot of time around him to pick this up. He has tics. Like intensely folding scrap pieces of paper or trying to get a stain off the kitchen table with a paper towel. He also has a spot in the kitchen, to the side of the sink, that he’ll lean against and bite a thumbnail. That’s the surest sign that he’s livid and thinking of what to do next. He did that when he came in. The Lean.

I asked if he was alright. He shrugged, mumbled. I asked him if he was mad at me. He sighed.

“No, not at you. At Javier. I should’ve never let him play with us. It was stupid.”

“Why was it stupid?” I guess I had a suspicion, but I wanted to hear him say it.

“Because I think he’s hitting on you. He brings that drink around and you guys share it. And the way I met him—it’s weird, right?”

“I guess. Is he coming back? What did you two talk about?”

“He’s coming back for one more session, but then that’s it.”

A seize of joy gripped me. I was paralyzed with it. But I couldn’t show Cole. At the same time, I didn’t want it. I don’t want it now. I feel like every word I write has been preordained or decided on by someone else just behind my shoulder. The impulse shatters me. I feel like my bones are cotton and a strong hand moves my limbs. But sometimes I can fight that.

“I’m glad you were able to work it out with him. It was the bigger thing to do.”

He glanced at me. “Maybe,” he said. He checked his email on his phone but said he hadn’t been able to get a signal all night. I hadn’t been able to, either. The wifi was going out for long stretches for the past week.

He told me he was waking up early tomorrow to run some errands. I didn’t ask what they were. I didn’t want to seem prying, even though I desperately wanted to know. Even if it was going to the store for food. Or to the game store for dice or card sleeves. We agreed we’d clean up the mess later the next day. (I ended up cleaning all of it.)

I’ve had a dream as Rot Apple. This dream was more visceral than any I’d ever had. I would almost call it a hallucination. I never before could smell in a dream. But I remember every scent from this one. Old leather, the moisture in the creaking wooden hull, mildew, salt tang, the metallic choke of hot blood. And in this dream, Durfan returned. But Durfan was Javier. This did not bother me and I took it as evident. Small fires in tin horns surrounded by glass burned on the walls. I stood before the vast desk where he kept a burning candle, maps, and a pitcher of wine. The long cutlass. The cabinet hunched in the corner. Seeming to pulse with anticipation. He repeated his message to me as he did in the game, “It is not enough. Psaltisk’s capitulation is not enough. Getting my ship to Ototh is not enough. You need more, assassin. You need another body.”

Now the Cabinet of Ygg was exuding a thick sweat, like mucus. The door flung open and, with no warning, Durfan’s whole body was sucked into it. He screamed. His body caught in the opening, with him bending forward at the hips, driven backward into the cabinet. I heard his bones snap like whipping canvas sails. I smelled the hot salty tang of his innards gush out. Candles guttered. Papers swished around and were also sucked into the hole. I was unaffected. I moved toward Durfan but he held out his hand to stop me. There were sounds of chewing and gnashing. Dark blood spewed from the cabinet’s maw like juice from a burst cherry. I saw nothing. But Durfan moaned in ecstasy as he was finally slurped in with a thunk. Then the cabinet’s door slammed shut.

The room smelled like a used butcher’s block.

I woke, of course, drenched in sweat. I remembered that Cole said he was going to run errands. Instantly, I knew what to do. I put on my robe, slippers, and checked the liquor cabinet. In the dining room, I paused in front of the disheveled game that Cole promised to rearrange. All I wanted was to sit with it and examine the pieces. To pore over the readings. I put a random game chit in my pocket. Then I ran out and upstairs to Annabeth’s apartment.

I knocked on the door. It was a bit after 10 AM. She had to be there. She worked from home. When she answered, I expected her to be busy and irritated. But she opened the door tentatively. (We don’t have spyholes in our doors for some ungodly reason.) When she realized who I was, she reached out a pale hand from under a knitted shawl.

“Hi, Annabeth . . . um, are you okay?” In honesty, she looked strung out.

And then, my plan was off. I couldn’t carry through with it. I was about to apologize and turn around when, from inside the apartment next to hers, a woman shrieked and a man yelled something I couldn’t make out. Glass broke. A man’s voice said, “I will end you.”

Annabeth reeled her hand back into her apartment. Steps stomped close to the neighbor’s door. I pushed my way past Annabeth. Neither of us wanted to be caught in the middle of whatever that was. She didn’t resist. She shut and locked the door behind me. She stood there, aloof, diminutive. We waited a moment to see what would happen. She’d lost weight since I’d seen her in the laundry room. Her eyes were hollow. Like the insides of them.

She said a word that sounded like, “gaht.” Her lips were dry and she smelled foul. Her tongue was fairly blackish. She stared at me. The apartment ached with clutter. That’s what it felt like. Inward pressure. How could she move around or live in here? I knew what had instigated this.

I slid a squeeze bottle of chäln from my robe pocket and showed her.

Her demeanor changed. The shawl fell to the floor and I could see she was wearing only a pair of panties. I picked up the shawl and placed it around her shoulders.

“Is that . . . ?”

I nodded. “You want some?”

“Please.”

“Come on back to my place. It’s more . . . comfortable. But get dressed.” She ran off and came back in cutoffs and a tee. Barefoot. Was this chäln? Of course. Then I started to wonder if chäln was a drug more like heroin than alcohol. Back at my place, she sat with her hands between her thighs, bouncing her foot. I poured her a glass and dropped in an ice cube. The opaque milky aspect of it caught both of our attention for a second. She threw it back. All of it. The light in her skin buzzed. She almost flushed with life. I’d seen users on the street like this. Bloom then fade. But she began to cry.

“What’s wrong, Annabeth?”

“I don’t know,” she sobbed. “I can’t focus on anything. I’m having nightmares. I can’t reach my parents for help. I don’t know anyone in the city except a few people. I’m too embarrassed to ask for help.”

She was probably 10 years younger than me. Like a little sister . . . I know, I know. “How obvious, Lorraine, how crass.” Am I trying to make this about my sister? No. I technically didn’t have my sister after early childhood. But maybe it’s Annabeth’s ears . . . ? They sort of stick out like Maureen’s . . .

I sat in the seat next to her and she leapt toward me, hugging me around my midsection. I shushed her and patted her head. The usual.

I knew then. I knew, more than anything I’d ever known, what Durfan meant in my dream. What the Perpetual Sorrow card meant when it said to “possess” someone. To have someone’s absolute vulnerability in your hands. To control, to manipulate it.

From her subordinate position around my waist, she turned up toward me. Tears all down her face, wetting her hair.

I took the squeeze bottle off the table. “Open up,” I said. She did. I dribbled a slow stream into her mouth. She closed her eyes and swallowed. Her mouth tremored with satisfaction. She was warm now. Burning. I half-cradled her. Maybe I was crying, too?

“Thank you, Lorraine.”

I said she was welcome. I said: “Call me ‘Rot.’”

Now she’s asleep in my closet. And when she wakes up, she will want more of the chäln, and I will give it to her. Then I will wait for Durfan to give me leave. The question is what will happen when Cole comes home. I know this is the right thing to do, but Cole will make me feel like it is wrong. I have to show him what this means to me. To us.
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“Who has heard of or Played this game?”(1,501 posts)



Gareth Vernon @Tin Ram / Jun 25 2022

So I was describing all of this sh*t to my dad, who’s an old grognard, and he told me that it sounded exactly like some weird business that he played by this “supposed wacko”/recluse named Percival Hortensius (google it). He was insanely old, apparently, but this game was like close to the stuff other folks described on this forum, even with the weird guy drinking milk or whatever. I asked my dad to try and write down what he could remember. And he agreed to! So I’m copying it below. (Transcribed it from a convo he and I had that I recorded on my phone.) Don’t get honked off at me abt what he says, tho. I take him at his word. However, he’s older and sick as a dog now. So be nice.

This was a few years after Dungeons & Dragons was out and me and my friends were playing it a lot. I was a grad student at Pitt and my two best friends, Rob and Dave, were over at CMU. Almost every waking hour when we weren’t doing homework or in class, we were rolling up characters or taking turns DM-ing a dungeon. This was back when Pittsburgh was like people remember it. The buildings were covered in soot from the mills and the sky was gray and polluted. It was a hard town and we were proud of it. The city fit our mood as players who wanted to crawl through a dungeon and slay orcs for treasure. Anyway, one day after class, Rob suggested we go to this hole in the wall bar down in Four Mile Run, under 376, where they made the best pierogis. So we go. This neighborhood then was a place I rarely went. I barely even knew it was there for a few years. Lots of immigrants lived down in this valley or hollow who worked in the mills on the river. So we get there and it’s full of smoke and dark and full of locals. We get our pierogis and beer and we’re having a good time. We get to talking about D&D, of course. And we have our stuff with us, and we can’t help it, we start continuing our session from the night before. No one is really giving a shit but Dave notices this guy across the room eyeballing us. After 30 minutes he gets up and comes over and he was old. Man, I mean old. He was like balding and had a cane. I mean, he looked like some of the evil wizards we used to cook up for sessions. He asked if he could sit and watch us. I was against it but Rob and Dave were all about it. So the old man watches and asks some questions here and there. Finally, I asked, “Why you want to watch us play this?” And he says, “I am a game designer. My name is Percival.” That’s all he said. Just his first name.

That’s why I knew when you (Gareth, that’s me) told me about this thing online you’d read, I knew exactly what it was.

Anyway, I ask what he’s designed. Anything like D&D? He says, yeah, sort of. And he goes on to describe The Ship of Death. It’s part massive board game and part this role-playing game. He said he was inspired by an occult religion that he’d helped found decades ago called Taber or Tabor. I forget. Tarun, maybe? But this was an occult thing that he said was revealed to him through gaming. Can you believe that? Rob and Dave were eating this up. It was like a dream. I was scared out of my mind. This old guy felt like he was holding us hostage in this smoky bar down in a valley. Then he asks if we want to play it! Come back to his place in Wilkinsburg on the other side of Frick Park? Rob and Dave were already up, packing the dice and pen and paper. Some other older guy, Percival’s cousin or something, drove him, dropped him off. I’m not into it, but . . . We follow him into Wilkinsburg, a real dumpy pile where he lived alone. Mice droppings everywhere. The game took up the whole first floor almost. It was crazy. I’d never seen anything like it. Who had? When I asked what the point of the game was, he said it was to breach dimensions that exist a hair’s breadth away from ours. To mingle realities. I remember he said, “mingle.” Rob was touching all the pieces and Dave was trying to read this stack of player material. There were stacks of cards for the game. Like hundreds of thousands.

I didn’t believe this guy, of course, so I asked: “How many people have come or gone through these realities?” He said HE had gone through and come back! Then he claimed that a few people from the game have come to our reality and refuse to go back. Some have been kicked out and are desperate to return. But you can be stopped from returning by the powers that run the world . . . I forget what he called them. I played one round until I drew a card that said I had to set fire to a nearby pile—outside of the game, he says. The cards were suggesting real-life actions. Percival stared at me, as did Rob and Dave, as if I was actually going to do this. But I said I couldn’t. It was a game, I wasn’t going to light anything on fire. Rob was embarrassed and tried to get me to do something small. Light a fire in a wastepaper basket or something. I couldn’t believe he was advocating for this. “Do you want to meet someone who’s come from the other side?” Percival said. The floorboards above us creaked as if someone was there.

I made Rob drive me back into Oakland. Don’t know what happened to Percival after that. But that game was the kind of thing that should be buried under a mountain and never played.

There you have it. He said he’d write more if he gets the strength for it tomorrow. If you have any questions, let me know. I’ll forward them along.

ReplyQuote•••

Landon Bowman @joocyfroot / Jun 26 2022

This is such bull. The Wiki page for Percival Hortensius says he died like right as D&D came out, so how could he know about it? Research before you put crap out there, please!

ReplyQuote•••

Harper Prince @lame lame lame / Jun 30 2022

The Wiki page isn’t there anymore, chief. Spooooky! But srsly, it’s not showing up anymore?

ReplyQuote•••






Cole’s iPhone Notes App (Locked)

Untitled

July 1, 2022

Today, I ended up going to the Ingalls Library at the Cleveland Museum of Art on the recommendation of someone from John Carroll’s library. At CMA, a man helped me search for a few of the titles by Hortensius: Kalathus of Nothing & Goetia in Nox. It took us a while, me looking over his shoulder, but he found that I was in luck. They actually had a copy of Kalathus of Nothing there. (“Wow,” he said. “That’s lucky.” I shook my head at this. “I doubt it,” I said.) Goetia in Nox only had three copies printed, or there were only three printed copies available, that he could find. One was in the Harry Ransom Center at UT Austin. The two others were for sale online. Maybe there were more, but that’s what he could find. He knew a librarian at UT and could see if a digital scan was available. (I could see how people got excited about research. I hadn’t done this since college. But now that I actually wanted to find something, I felt on edge.) The librarian went to fetch Kalathus while I sat waiting at a long table with my hands between my legs. I started to sweat. I had to fill out paperwork to allow me to look at the book. When I was done, I stared straight ahead.

It sounds absurd, but I kept expecting Mordan or Hortensius—or even Durfan—to be standing on the other side of the room. Or for them to approach me from behind and lay a hand on my shoulder. There were only two other people in the room. Both women, likely college students, were sitting far apart and inspecting old books.

The librarian returned with Kalathus. He said I could take as much time as I needed and left.

I didn’t touch it. Not for a few minutes. It was rather thin. Maybe 100 pages. Hardback and fading on the corners and edges. There was a design on the front cover—what I found out is called a gilt inlay—of a woman holding a tarot card high above her head in offering to a large rip in a thundercloud. At her feet was what looked like an upside-down top hat, but which I learned is a kalathus, sort of like a basket made of pottery.

I eventually opened the book. Inside on the first blank page was a signature at the top. I couldn’t read it. The date was 1928. Underneath that was written “Through Tabrun—everything.” I didn’t read much of it. I skimmed. Something alert inside of me kept from engaging too deeply. I saw a chapter titled “The Soul as Vacuum of the Kosmos.” Another was “The Imaginative Substrate for a Universal Corridor.” Here are a few sentences I copied out to get a feel for it. Also, because I didn’t understand what the hell was going on.


Each imagination is itself a whole matrix of potentiality. Imagination is reality, as we’ve discussed. And when a dominant Imagination pervades the boundaries of another’s, the resultant reality is Reality for All. Now, of course, one cannot physically travel into another’s skull, but there are some pathways that lead, if obeyed well enough, to other psychic spaces. All the Imagination needs to do is shift itself to another projection of reality—a higher order of Imagination. The method by which we do this is the Ritual. The patterning of movement and actions . . .



You get the idea. I sure as shit didn’t.

I took lots of pics on my phone to show Tess. I was nearing the end of the book when I came across a chart. A lot like the one I used in The Ship of Death that mapped out the Intensities. There was no Ygg. But it was all the same, including Mgo and its inverse Ogm. I shut the book too hard and the librarian who was helping another patron, looked up, worried. Embarrassed, I made a gesture of thanks and stood up. And that’s when I saw him. The drenched man from the bar. Or who I think was him. He was outside the room, on the other side of a big window, standing in between two high shelves of books. When I spotted him, he turned his head as if he was deep in thought with a book in his hand. But I knew the guy was watching me.

He looked exactly the same. Except he wasn’t dripping with water.

I was driving myself crazy with this stupid shit. I am driving myself crazy. I mean, what about that line I just wrote down—


And when a dominant Imagination pervades the boundaries of another’s, the resultant reality is Reality for All.



Hortensius was right. If there’s enough buy-in to someone’s Imagination, and how they shoot it out into the world, why wouldn’t it become reality? The Ship of Death was infecting me. IS infecting me. Infecting me still. No amount of money is worth this. The person who I thought was the drenched man wasn’t reading. He was just waiting for me to move so he could look up again. I was still standing in the same spot and the librarian whispered over to me, “Are you done, sir?”

I heard him, but I was too intent on tracking the man in the stacks.

“Sir, if you’re done, you can just leave the book, and I’ll take care of it.”

Without looking at him, I asked: “Where’s the nearest exit?”

The librarian pointed in the direction of the drenched man.

“Have you helped that man over there yet?”

The librarian turned to where I nodded my head. “Which man?”

“The one over there in the stacks.”

The drenched man looked up at me. I swear it was him. I could smell him from where I stood. The librarian couldn’t see where I was indicating. I pointed right at the guy. “Him! Do you recognize this guy? When did he get here?”

Now everyone in the reading room had their heads up and staring. Not happy with me.

“Sir, please keep your voice down.” The librarian was right next to me. “I don’t know who you’re talking about, I don’t see anyone out there right now.”

Of course, the drenched man wasn’t there. Though his smell still was. I grabbed my backpack and jogged out right past where he had stood and crashed through the door into the hallway. He was nowhere in the building or in the parking lot.

I drove straight to Tess’s place. And this time I bought a handle of Cutty Sark, just in case. Her front door was locked, so I went around back. She sat on a small concrete patio in a lawn chair with a wet rag over her face. She was still barefoot. The absent cat she’d mentioned last time was curled up in her lap. It opened one eye to check me out. Part of Tess’s belly was exposed.

Without taking the rag off, she said, “Hey, sailor.”

I asked how she knew it was me.

“The cat told me.”

“Bullshit.”

“Says you got a bottle of Cutty, too. Good boy. Yer learnin’.”

Her Kentucky drawl was heavier than last time.

“I brought some parts of The Ship of Death. And I also just came from the art museum where I was able to look at the designer’s book from the 1920s. I took pictures.” I was near hyperventilation.

Now she took the rag off her face. The cat jumped down and stretched. It came over and wound between my legs.

“She says you’re too stressed. But for good reason. I agree. Let’s go in and have a snort of scotch and sort this silliness out.” Her hair was long and wavy and sunbleached in parts. She seemed unreal to me. Like a character. In someone else’s imagination—if I’m thinking with Hortensius, anyway.

I dumped the game pieces I brought onto the table where Tess had read my fortune last time. She poured scotch into two dirty tumblers. The bartender in me wailed. She sipped and picked up piece after piece—a minifigure of a clipper ship, a two-headed dog, a slime mold, an atavistic altar—rubbing them, smelling them, even licking a piece or two. She perused the booklets and the pamphlets. A broadsheet with a whole different set of flowcharts that I’d never seen. The cat continued to purr at me. I bent down and pet along its knobbly spine, enough for it to wander off. “And it’s just you and your wife playing this game?”

I re-explained about Javier, how we met, our brief background with him getting thrown out of the bar, etc. She sat down and bit her lip. She tossed a piece of the map up in the air over and over, catching it blindly.

“You got yerself into a pickle here, Coley Poley.”

I frowned.

“Damned if you do, damned if you don’t.”

“Yeah, I get the idea of a dilemma. But what are the choices?”

“Signing on for this game. Either way you go, it’s a shitbrick. See, this looks like a game. But, and this is just this lady’s guess, it isn’t one. It’s more than that.” She stood and lit seven long tapered candles. Put them around the table in a certain order, then drew out a piece of chalk and connected them in a 7-pointed star. All the pieces were inside the chalk and candles. “Now, watch this.” She chose a booklet, likely because it was paper. “Hand me that big bowl behind you there, sweetie.” It was a shallow brass dish with big handles on the side. I lugged it over and she lifted it easily. She put it in the center of the table and dropped the booklet into it. Then she took a thin piece of kindling, lit it off the top of the candle, and set it to the paper. I started to protest but she snatched my wrist as an order to shut my mouth. I did.

The paper didn’t ignite. I leaned in to make sure that what I saw was real and not illusion.

“Don’t lean past the candles, pumpkin. That’s a bad thing.”

I pulled back. She still held my wrist. Less aggressively now. My heart was doing that pumping it does after an unexpected burst of running. I was having a panic attack. Everything was catching up with me. Javier’s shadow. The weird shit with Lorraine. The drenched man at the library. And now this unburnable paper. Tess turned to look at me.

“Pretty cool, huh?”

“Pretty fucking insane. What the hell is this? Made of some kind of indestructible plastic?”

She blew out the punk and sat down again. She shook her head.

“Let me ask you a question. Before you came in here today, what was your read on things in the world that didn’t line up with science and natural law?”

“You mean ghosts and shit.”

“Yeah, I mean ‘ghosts and shit.’”

“I’d say that it was—is—bullshit.”

“Hmm,” she said. She crossed her arms and waited. When I didn’t catch on, she continued. “Figures. How much do you distrust your own senses, sailor?”

“Right now? A lot.”

She licked her thumb and index finger and quenched a flame. Just one candle. “Go ahead and take that paper. It’s safe now.”

I took it. Felt like all the other kinds of Rule Books I’d used in gaming. Kinda flimsy. A bit rough. Had staples on the spine. Basic-ass layout. I bent a corner for effect. Tess’s expression said, Go on, get crazy. So I tore a small rip in the bottom.

“Satisfied? Okay then, now hold it over that flame there. Long as you like. We got all day. I do, anyway.”

I leaned down to the flame and held the ripped paper over it. I studied that space intently. Looking for anything that seemed chemically treated or deceptive. But, to tell the truth, I don’t know if I would’ve known any of that without a laboratory to prove it. And to my eyes, it was paper. And it wasn’t burning. So then what?

“Fuck,” I said.

“There you go, sweetness! Welcome to the other side,” Tess said. “Ghosts and shit.”

I sat. “What does this mean then, that this booklet won’t burn? And what was with all the candles and chalk star?”

“The candles and chalk is a Circle of Arguteness. Anything inside of it has to spill its true nature. And you already know what it means that it won’t burn.” She laughed. “You’re messing with something bigger than you, hun. Much bigger. Story of my life.”

She poured more scotch and laid it out for me, her hypothesis, based off what knowledge she had—and where that came from, I wasn’t sure. But she was confident as hell and had been right so far. I had to trust her. I didn’t want to—but I had to.

It went like this: Tess was certain that Javier wasn’t who he said he was. That “Javier” wasn’t his real name. Or could be a modification of it. She also said that Javier could hail from the world of the game, the Mishilect, and that the game is not a game at all but a key. Or a lock. Or both.

I stopped her.

“He’s from the game? As in, you think he squeezed himself out of it?”

“That’s right,” she said. “You don’t make it sound poetic, but that’s the gist.”

Then she took a piece of the board, flipped it over, and pointed to a small indentation I’d never noticed. “Do you know what this is?” I didn’t. “It’s a sacred sigil. And I bet that there’s one of these on most, if not all, of the pieces of the game. And these small indentations are occult markings that do their job no matter what. The playing of the game is just a distraction from letting the sigils do their work. They need belief and prayer. They need imagination, really, to work.”

I couldn’t speak. She ran a fingernail over one of the occult impressions.

“And when a dominant Imagination pervades the boundaries of another’s, the resultant reality is Reality for All,” I said.

“Pretty much, hun. What is that? You come up with that?”

“No, that’s Percival Hortensius. His books are mentioned in the bibliography as inspiration to The Ship of Death.”

The storefront that Tess kept wasn’t furnished all that much. It was sparse. But there was an old bookshelf in the corner with a few rows of books. Many of them were old or had been rebound. I walked to it and scanned them. Many were in a language I couldn’t recognize, let alone in symbols I’d never seen. I could hear her breathing behind me as I read these.

“Where did you get these?”

“Around.”

“Like . . . ?”

“Places you’ve never heard of from people you wouldn’t want to meet.” She was diminutive, slight. But I knew she was a jaguar behind a smile. “It doesn’t matter if you buy what I say, Cole. Listen to yourself. To this Hortensius fella. What’s happening here is spilling over on you, on me, on all of us, whether we like it or not. That’s what that quotation means, I think. Whoever has the strongest imagination, their Reality will prevail.” She was carrying around yet another booklet from The Ship of Death. She idly thumbed through it. She stopped. Brought it closer to her face to make sure what she read was correct. Like she needed reading glasses. She sat down. She studied it.

I asked what was wrong.

“I have seen a lot of people who were totally fucked in my long, weird life—but this takes the cake, sailor. See this here? These Intensities?”

“Yeah, those are like the scary entities in the game that roam around or something.”

“Nuh-uh. These are real.”

“C’mon. Give me a break.”

“Do I look like I’m lying to you? I know—no, I’ve met—people who worship these things. For example, Ygg. Here. In the Midwest. Like, I’ve done their drugs and partied with them. Occultists who owe everything in their horrible lives to Ygg.”

“How’s that possible? These are for a game and the game is the only one in existence.”

“That you know of. Also, remember: This is not a game. It’s something else. A gate.” She dipped her head slyly. “Look, I know you don’t want to hear this. But prepare to be shocked by what happens from here on out, sailor. Common folk don’t rightly have a strong idea of what the occult can do. You think it’s all palm readings and burning incense and hokey astrology. What even the smartest people know about the world could be written on a fingernail with a grease pencil.”

She lightly clocked me in the chest bone. I had never been so aroused in my life. But she was right. I carried two minds. I refused the implications of what she said and also subconsciously took it as truth. She swilled the scotch around and downed it. “Take care of your wife, Cole. Don’t piss off this . . . Mordan guy. And also, your best bet is to simply finish the game and don’t let on that you know anything. Keep doing these report things. Don’t ruffle feathers. Let the occult be occult. No need for you to get involved any more than you already are.”

“So this will all just pass over us.”

“There’s a good chance. Like a thunderstorm.”

“Lucky I met you, huh?”

“What? Nah. There’s plenty of fakers out there, but most of us know what we’re talking about. And I think anyone worth their salt would’ve seen this shit coming down the highway like hot neon.”

I left her place and my hands shook uncontrollably.

Now I’m sitting in the parking lot of a Save A Lot writing this on my phone. The shaking has mostly died away. What the hell is going on?







Lorraine’s Journal


July 2, 2022

Not too long after Cole left in the morning, I decided that we would go see another house. I called Janine and she got the keys for a three-story house off of Cedar Rd. in Cleveland Heights. Asking price: $192K. A steal for that area. I knew we didn’t have the money for it, and so did Janine the Realtor. But I didn’t care. I needed forward momentum. I brought Annabeth with me. But I made her wear a face mask and a hat and sunglasses. (I thought she’d be happier about being outside, but she only complained about the sunlight the entire time.) When Janine saw she was with me she said, Oh I didn’t know you were bringing anyone. I told her that Annabeth was my sister, who is keen to see that I find a good home. Annabeth said hello, but talked little. She understood the boundaries of her being outside. Because this house was such an unserious option for our financial situation, Janine didn’t even tail me like she usually does, trying to rouse my interests. So I took every opportunity to find the largest closets they had. Annabeth settled down into them and curled like a hedgehog. I lay next to her and shut the door. Smells of old wood and clean clothes. Mothballs. Shoe trees. Ancient Old Spice dying on a retiree’s blazer. It was a temporary joy. The closets were not the closet at the apartment. Nowhere close. This house had nothing of the Mishilect in it. Whereas ours was a staging ground. It reeked of that world. At best, Annabeth and I were dropping seeds of the Mishilect here and there. Whatever that may mean. There was a claw-foot tub upstairs. And I found myself inside it, visualizing Cole walking around and talking. Maybe the sound of a child somewhere—maybe—in the background. It was a branch of my current life that seemed hazy, as if through a soaped window. I know I can wipe that window and see more clearly whenever I wish . . . but a part of me would rather soap it more.

Around lunch, I heard the buzzer for the front door. I pushed the intercom, and it was Javier. He asked if he may come up. I said he could. I had just finished weeping into the kitchen towel for some unknown reason while I was making a turkey sandwich. My tears were oily and hard to wipe away. But I felt like I was releasing a poison from me, so it was fine. I feel a seed in me growing, Dr. Emily. Not in my belly or womb. But it’s in my chest. Like it’s wrapped around my spine as a vine would be. That’s how I see it in my mind’s eye.

When I opened the door, he stood there, handsome and repulsive. Passive. I wanted to call him “Durfan” but knew he wouldn’t take that well. He handed over, with no words, two more bottles of chäln. My love, my hate. Suddenly, I remembered this word a high school teacher taught us one day while we were reading Greek myths. “Ichor.” I’d always read it as a word that popped up in Edgar Allan Poe-type stories, but the teacher said it derived from a Greek word meaning, “the fluid that flows in a god’s veins instead of blood.” This had to have been what chäln was. Or what I pictured it as.

“What fruit did you say this is fermented from?”

Javier dropped a bag down next to his feet. “I didn’t.”

He surveyed the mess of the game on the table behind me. He took it all in like a disappointed father witnessing his children neglecting their chores.

Then the closet door creaked open and Annabeth sort of rolled out into the hall. This did not surprise him. Annabeth wiped saliva from her mouth. Her face had an indent of her sweater’s fabric in it. “Lor—I mean, Rot, I’m thirsty.”

I found it hard to be embarrassed. It all felt natural. Javier stepped in and shut the door behind him.

“Come over here and sit. I want you to meet someone.”

Annabeth crawled a bit before she stood, taking an agonizing time, and slumped into a seat at the table. Now I took the scenario all in. Light strewn through the shades and onto the table. How did I get here? The seed of whatever was inside of me slunk back and my old self stepped forward. Where was the Lorraine Wyler that drank energy drinks and knitted? The one that worried about her sister and watched Star Trek: The Next Generation? All I care about now is this board game and this booze this stranger brings to my apartment. And it all happened in a couple of weeks.

Even as I thought all this, I was pouring a glass of chäln for Annabeth. My newfound sister.

She said she didn’t want it. She wanted water. She was thirsty.

“You’re thirsty for this, Annabeth. Drink it.”

She shook her head like a belligerent child. “No, I want water, dammit.”

I set the glass down in front of her harder than I planned. It spilled. “Drink. Or you get nothing.”

She stood to leave, and I motioned to stop her, but Javier held up his hand, as if to say, It’s fine, let her go.

Annabeth got to the door but stopped. She stood an inch from it. Her nose almost touching it.

“Well, what are you waiting for? Go.”

She spoke as if lifting a massive weight. “I . . . can’t.”

Javier nodded approval. Deep in my bowels, I also approved. Part of me never wanted her to leave.

“Ahh, Lorraine. You’ve done good work. The possession has taken. Ygg will reward you. Here, come. Both of you. Let’s reassemble the game. We can get started even though Cole is gone.”

Both Annabeth and I set to gathering up the various pieces of The Ship of Death and slotting them back into as much of a playable order as we could. I liked feeling their strange undersides.

Annabeth drank her chäln. She must’ve found a ballpoint pen in the closet because I noticed that up and down her arm she’d drawn these crude ink depictions of a toad with its mouth wide open. I felt a chaotic calm. I then found myself thirsty, as well.








Cole Wyler’s 4th After Game Report, Pt. 1

Date: July 2 & 3, 2022

Time Played: 10 hours give or take, I don’t know

Players: Cole & Lorraine & Javier & Annabeth

Player Characters: Willem Lowcoin (a disgraced and alcoholic sorcerer who now possesses the book The Cruelties of Thoom) and Rot Apple (a one-eyed assassin with a horrible cough, dying of a terminal disease placed upon her by a passing witch; has now been chosen to replace Psaltisk as first mate of the Krirruk) and Harput (a sailor from outside of the Mishilect who was forced into service after his village was burned to the ground by a vicious band of women warriors; has visited a fortune-teller who told him, “You may only return home through a dark and difficult ritual”) and Atapath (a hierodule of Rot Apple’s, who she possesses completely).

To be honest, I walked into this session already started. Javier had shown up at some point, unannounced. Lorraine and he had reassembled the board and map and collected all the pieces. And when I arrived, in shock from what I had before me, I gave over the cards and pieces that I took with me out of rage. What disturbed me most, though, was the appearance of our neighbor, Annabeth. She was bleary and leaned over, in a drunken stupor, against Lorraine, who had an arm around her like they were patrons at the bar and not sitting in my eat-in kitchen playing a board game.

“Cole, welcome home. We have been assuming that Willem Lowcoin is below deck studying The Cruelties of Thoom,” Javier said. At the same time, he sorted all the missing parts and placed them on the board. (It is safe to say that, at this point, I had lost control of my game. I was not running this anymore. Javier was.) His attitude was cool and controlled, as it always has been. He did seem to enjoy wielding all the power, as if he’d not been allowed to do it in a long time.

“What’s Annabeth doing here? Is she okay?” I asked.

Lorraine looked up at me in a way I have never seen. It was half pleading and half command, but it was all desperation. “She’s in the game now, Cole.”

“Indeed,” Javier added. “She is Atapath, a sole possession of Rot Apple’s. She has completed her Perpetual Sorrow card.”

“Great,” I said.

Drool was leaking from Annabeth’s mouth and her eyes were glassy. I moved her head off Lorraine and there was a clear liquid coming out of her ears. I knelt down and gave her a shake. “Annabeth! Hey, are you okay? Do you need me to take you home or call someone?”

Javier slammed his hand on the table. We snapped to. Even Annabeth.

“We need to call 911,” I said.

He showed me his teeth, but it was not a smile.

“She’s not used to chäln, Cole. That’s all. She’s fine. Besides, Lorraine—Rot Apple, sorry—has taken possession of her. So she can’t leave.”

Lorraine bit her lower lip, though I know she wanted to talk to me. She had an empty glass of the milky shit in front of her. She gripped her hand of cards, so they were shaped like a half-moon.

“Well, I have to work tonight, folks, so I’m going to go get some rest—”

“Sit. Down.”

It would be naive, I know, to write here that Javier was glowing a bit. I know that. Idiotic. Stupid. But I have to write it, because that’s what I think was happening. Maybe it was a play of the light coming in the windows or a reverberation or something scientific that I am unaware of (I hope so), but there he was. And all I wanted to do was take my wife and leave but a desire in me made me grab a chair and sit down next to him.

“Thank you.” He whispered: “Remember we agreed to finish this. Let’s just get it over with. I think we should start with you this round, Lowcoin.” He grabbed the bottle. “Care for some?”

Lorraine shook her head in the most imperceptible way. But I kept thinking about what Tess said: better to go with the flow and finish the game. “Sure, I’ll have a splash.”

“There he is,” Javier said, pouring.

Lorraine was about to cry. Now I shook my head without doing so. Annabeth’s face was also locked in fear. She flung out a hand toward me. I took it. She mouthed the words I wanna go home to me and I nodded.

Then it was my turn.


Willem Lowcoin & Durfan ➜ Lowcoin was below deck in a bunk, studying The Cruelties of Thoom by candlelight. A knock upon the door. Lowcoin opened it to find Durfan standing in the hall with a small canvas bag in one hand and a bottle with a cork stuck in the top in the other. Durfan entered without permission and stood near the desk.

“I have lately asked your compatriots about your whereabouts. They say you are diligently digging up long-forgotten lore.”

“It is true, Captain. I have been struggling to find those spells which will allow us safe passage onto the Isle of Ototh.”

Durfan hummed. “And?”

“There are a few that may be worthy but they will require every capable sorcerer on this ship.”

“I can make that happen.”

“Then we are that much closer to success.” Durfan opened the book and thumbed the pages. They were, of course, blank. “They require some finesse, Captain. The book is stingy.”



[“Let’s see how badly you want a drink,” Javier said. “Lowcoin is an alcoholic, yes? Roll a d20.” I rolled a 15. “You stop short of begging for the drink.”]


“Anything worth sharing in that bottle, Captain?”

“Always.”

Durfan held the jug out to Lowcoin, who expertly popped the cork and took a fantastic slug of the liquor.



[Javier told me to roll a d4. 1 = near death, 2 = intensely ill, 3 = drunk & desires more, 4 = untouched and definitely can drink more with no problem. I rolled a 2.]


After a minute, Lowcoin doubled over and sweat beaded on his face and neck. He was flushed.

“Some sorcerers try to sniff out the poison. But you are such a pathetic and desperate man,” said Durfan, “that you’ll swig any pig piss so long as it’s stoppered with cork.” Lowcoin fell to the floor and Durfan kneeled down to him. “Do not think that I am punishing you. I am not. If you were worth anything, you’d have found a way to build immunity or dodge the poison altogether. You should know that not but one bell ago we received a message raven from another ship. The Yargellia. It said that it barely sailed around Ogm, the inversion of Mgo. We are in for quite a treat. We have posted a signalman on the top of the mainmast. You should see his fear.”

Lowcoin was hurting from the poisoned liquor, yes, but the news that they were running headlong into an Intensity, and one of the lesser-known ones, too, did not relieve him of his pain. Durfan helped him up and said the pain would pass. But that this was a warning not to turn on him with some fusillade of rogue sorcery.



[“What the fuck, man?” I said.

Javier played shocked.

“Cole,” Lorraine said.

“No, this is just stupid retaliatory bullshit. He’s angry at me and is taking it out in the game. I thought we were all working together?”

“Together?” Javier asked. “Who ever said that? Besides, you were the ones who assigned me to play Durfan. I didn’t ask to do it.”

Annabeth turned and violently vomited partly into the trash can and partly onto the floor. I moved to stand, to clean it up, but Javier said, “Leave it.”

“Or what?” I said.

He put a hand on the left lapel of his pale yellow jacket, as if he would open it and show me what was inside. And while I guessed that it was empty, he had reminded me in the past that people see what they want to see. I worried that I didn’t know what I wanted to see. But I put my hands up to let him know I understood.]


They both emerged from below to the deck. The signalman struggled against the ropes that bound his body to the mainmast. A signal boy is a closer appellation, Willem Lowcoin said. The boy was no older than 10 or 11. He cried out and wrenched his arms until the ropes shredded the cheap cloth of his shirt and the flesh bled.

“What purpose does this serve?” Lowcoin asked.

“Are you squeamish in the face of devotion?” Durfan said.

“Devotion to what? Mania?”

“No, an answer to that which pales our thoughts. The secret structure of that which we tread.”

“If we run headlong into Ogm, we will all find more than a secret structure, Durfan. I can confirm that.”

“Few have had the pleasure of passing through Ogm. A rarity. Strange that you, of all people, wouldn’t want to experience it.”

“Seems a waste if we’re all mutilated or horribly changed on the other side.”

“But what if we’re rewarded for our faith, Lowcoin? A gift and not a curse.”

“But the Intensities aren’t gods, Durfan. You know that. They are the poor leftovers of a god.”

“And all the more enticing because of that. Blind faith. Blind consequences.”

Durfan took his place beside the helm and stood facing outward as if he’d become statuary. Lowcoin grabbed a passing sailor with a coil of rope around his shoulder. “Why have they bound that boy to the mast?”

The sailor looked up at the mast as if this was a strange question and such a thing had never been done before.

“The young bring out the Intensities more. So I hear. Also, never has an Intensity touched the ground. So the higher we can put our signalman, the better chance we’ll have to know what Ogm does.”

“And what if Ogm does nothing?”

The sailor shrugged the rope higher onto his shoulder. “That would be your problem, sorcerer. Not mine.”

Still reeling from the putrid liquor that Durfan offered, Lowcoin staggered his way to the base of the mainmast. He gazed upward. His head spun. He had only become used to the ship, and climbing the masts was not required of the sorcerers. And while it was possible to use sorcery in this instance, the eternal glare of Durfan was on him. He moved to cast a levitation spell but Durfan fired a long pistol into the air and brought the sailors’ attentions to him.

“If you want the boy down, you will do it like the rest of us,” the captain declared.



[Lorraine said she had a card that allowed her to discard it if she wanted to help another player in a task. She was discarding it to help me climb the mast.

“What is its value?” Javier said.

Lorraine was unsure what that meant. But apparently there were small, nearly illegible numbers at the bottom left of each card. I had to squint to make them out. “Five,” she said.

Javier had me roll a d20 to see how I would do. And since I’d never climbed a mast before, he made the success a 17 or higher. I rolled a 12. Plus the 5, I barely made it. Javier said that my climbing would be slow yet steady. But I may not make it to the signalman before the Krirruk passed through Ogm.]


Lowcoin had brought The Cruelities of Thoom with him, rather foolishly. But he would be loath to part with it, especially now that Durfan either wanted him dead or in his servitude beyond acting as a shipmate. He shoved it in the back of his trousers, tightened his belt, and started upward.



[“Cole is allowed a draw from the Challenge deck,” Lorraine said. “If he has been challenged by another player, he can take one card and use it, if he wants.”

Javier hated this. But he was a rule follower. I couldn’t find the Challenge deck. That’s because it wasn’t set up yet. Surprise, surprise. I found the unopened pack of cards still inside the main box. Shuffled them, then drew the top.


RELUCTANT GROWTH

A generous sorcerer shares their growth spell with you,

allowing you to increase the size of your

body by 3 times for X minutes,

where X is the result of a roll on a d12 by another player.



“I doubt I have a use for this,” I said.

“I tried,” Lorraine said.]


Lowcoin was pointed to the ratlines by a sailor. Immediately, the rope cut into his hands. His legs trembled. His head swam. Sailors were hurling curses and pieces of refuse at him. He made his way up the swaying ladder or rope. He realized that he was afraid of heights, having never had to climb before. The top of the mast in the crow’s nest seemed leagues away. Yet Lowcoin climbed, feeling the book chafe against his spine. He found that if he focused only on the handhold in front of him, that he was less dizzy and could make his way up faster. But as he was three feet away from the crow’s nest, the boy screamed in agony. “The shape awaits!” he said.

Lowcoin scrambled up the final few rungs of the rope ladder and made it into the nest where the boy was bound. He proceeded to work on the ropes. But there, yes, Ogm was dead ahead.

The sorcerer had seen Intensities from afar, but this one had no comparisons. It was a wide black curtain that could barely be seen through. And it shimmered and wobbled along like a strange blood sea creature. Though he knew it was mindless. Guileless. A ripple of godly power forever roaming the world. The ropes were taking too long. It would not be enough. They would have no way to escape. The boy screamed and went into convulsions. Lowcoin could not move fast enough. When he turned over his shoulder it was as if another, larger ship was upon them, ready to crush them.

They did not escape.

The Intensity known as Ogm enveloped them both.



Annabeth coughed so loud it rattled the chair she was in. Lorraine patted her back to help bring up whatever it was. Eventually, Annabeth stopped. Everyone was silent. Then she began to weep.

“I’m scared. Please let me go. I just wanna go home. I won’t tell anyone. I swear.”

Her tears fell onto the board, on Lorraine’s cards. Annabeth’s vomit was drying on the leg of the chair. It was still in a puddle behind us on the floor. I wondered if this is what the deck of the Krirruk was like. Soaked and stained in the bodily fluids of reluctant servants.

“I’m sure you wouldn’t,” Javier said. “Nevertheless . . .”

He didn’t even have to say that she wasn’t going anywhere. We all knew it. And I wondered (or am asking you directly, Mr. Mordan), how much power does this game give Javier? Why is it that he feels so confident around it? Why are we so afraid of him both in and out of game?

“Drink,” Javier said. He wasn’t looking at us. He was flicking his cards in his hand. “Drink and be free.”

Annabeth tried to stand, and a knee went out from under her. She slipped and fell into her own vomit. Lorraine was there helping her, getting the sick all over her like a thin cake batter. I could see her trying to keep her own stomach from turning. I wanted to flip the table and throttle him. But again—some element of the game, the situation, my own cowardice, my uncertainty about what Javier carried on his person or could do to us . . . I sat and let it happen. Lorraine took Annabeth into the bathroom and Javier didn’t say anything. He kept flicking his cards, reading them, rearranging them.

Tess had told me not to rock the boat with him, but I couldn’t help it.

“What are you getting out of this?” I said.

Instantly, he said: “A way home, Cole. I’m not like you. I don’t have a home with a wife. All I have is this. This is my life. This was my life.”

“And this is my life,” I said. I ripped paper towels from the roller and mopped up the puke. I cleaned the chair, floor, everything. Javier watched. The paper towels were cold and sopping with Annabeth’s bile. It smelled like sour milk and rotten cheese and unwashed trash cans.

Lorraine and Annabeth returned, with Annabeth in some of Lorraine’s sleep clothes. Sweatpants and a Kent State T-shirt. Annabeth was wan. Scared. She looked frail and wiped out. She needed food and sleep. I knew she’d get neither of those while Javier was playing The Ship of Death.

Lorraine must’ve already talked to Annabeth, because without even speaking, they went to the kitchen and Lorraine helped tip Annabeth’s head back and squeeze chäln into her mouth. Annabeth both wanted it like a gasping dog wants water and avoided it like a rabid dog. It ran over her lips and down her chin. Lorraine caught the excess with her other hand like helping a toddler drinking. She helped her to the table, and they dragged their chairs up.

“Now, let’s deal you some cards,” Javier said. He drew off of two decks and handed her five cards. I didn’t even know which decks he had shuffled up. I was unsure of what stage of the game we were in. We were under the influence of Javier. What he made up became the Rules. We had no vote. His reality was our reality.






From WKYC Cleveland News, July 9, 2022

LOCAL MOTHER PLEADS FOR HELP

CYNTHIA SMITH URGES NEIGHBORHOOD
 
TO FORM SEARCH GROUP

Cynthia Smith is frustrated with local Cleveland police. She claims they will not take her daughter’s disappearance seriously. Annabeth Smith, 28, was last heard from two weeks ago. Annabeth, who worked remotely for the tech company Rialto, based out of Pittsburgh, often talked to her mother. Sometimes every other day. But recently she’s missed their phone dates.

“Bethy would never just not call,” she told WKYC. “Something is going on. Someone has her. The police say that they can’t do anything about it.”

According to Detective P.J. Cinders, it’s not that simple. “We understand Ms. Smith’s plight and concern, but when it comes down to it, her daughter is a grown woman who is allowed to do what she wants. We have contacted her place of employment, and they have not complained about her being absent. So we have to conclude that she’s decided not to answer the phone for her mother.”

Det. Cinders confirmed that officers have checked on Annabeth’s apartment. No one answered. They’ve also spoken multiple times with others in her apartment building. Some say they haven’t seen her around, but that they never really saw her often. However, the police have also made mention of a 911 call she made the week previous about a potential intruder in yellow clothing. But she has been in communication after that. Det. Cinders doesn’t believe that the intruder call had anything to do with her disappearance.






Excerpts from The Ship of Death, Appendix N, pg. 107

Sustenance and Religio-Social Habitudes

. . . There are many forms of plant and animal life in the Mishilect that are hostile to its humanoid inhabitants. For example, the cuintaq. The cuintaq is a large mammal that lives in the southern plains of the Mishilect, far away from any stable body of water. In fact, it only drinks water one time a year. And when it does, it drinks for one whole week without stopping, taking in enough moisture to last it a whole migration cycle. When it’s finished storing water in its armor-plated water organs upon its back, the herd of cuintaq travel back to the dry and dusty plains. Once there, it hunts rarely, storing the meat of its kills in the dank and dark caves of the Hoograthsk Mountains that ring the plains. Some cuintaq will let the meat rot for months before eating it. The cave-dwelling peoples known as the N’ith were the first to find the process by which the brains of the cuintaq could be prepared to distill a concoction—a liquor—that they referred to as chäln. It was an opaque and milky substance that the N’ith would gift to nearby tribes, whether warring or not, and which, when drunk, would loosen their inhibitions. Some said that the N’ith used it to control or manipulate the minds of the other nearby tribes, while still others claimed that the liquor allowed the N’ith to totally own their enemies and use them as puppets.

Players who wish to make this distillation will need to have the following ingredients in the exact measurements, along with the appropriate spell cards . . .

[image: ]





Excerpts from The Ship of Death, Appendix R, pg. 313

The Exotica of the Mishilect

. . . it is for this reason that players traveling by foot through any area with grasslands or sparsely populated forests, to say nothing of dense woodlands, should be afraid of encountering the Skeen.


The Skeen are small, blue-skinned creatures that possess no face other than a mouth. Their fangs are long, sharp, and poisonous. And, according to even the strongest sorcerers of the Mishilect, there is no cure for the poison of a Skeen. They are, for the most part, feral. They navigate through sense organs focused on fear and excitement. Thus, if you encounter a Skeen in the wild, you will have to roll for a fear response. If you fail and are bitten by a Skeen, the poison may take three types of effects:

[image: ]


	A.liquefying skin

	B.curdling blood

	C.vast hallucinations which can become reality



Skeen attack with little prompting. Many of them can stack on top of one another in a type of nesting effect, which often creates a shambling version of a Skeen that’s composed of hundreds of smaller Skeen. This is known as a Skreen. Some Skreen can get as large as 20 feet tall and 10 feet wide.

The followers of the Intensity C’to are known to worship the Skeen. They build small shrines to them in grottoes and forest clearings. It is well known that anyone who is pregnant and sleeps in the vicinity of a Skeen shrine will terminate the pregnancy. Thus, Skeen shrines are important forms of birth control in the Mishilect . . .






Cole Wyler’s 4th After Game Report, Pt. 2

Date: July 2 & 3, 2022

Time Played: 10 hours give or take, I don’t know

Players: Cole & Lorraine & Javier & Annabeth

Player Characters: Willem Lowcoin (a disgraced and alcoholic sorcerer who now possesses the book The Cruelties of Thoom) and Rot Apple (a one-eyed assassin with a horrible cough, dying of a terminal disease placed upon her by a passing witch; has now been chosen to replace Psaltisk as first mate of the Krirruk) and Harput (a sailor from outside of the Mishilect who was forced into service after his village was burned to the ground by a vicious band of women warriors; has visited a fortune-teller who told him, “You may only return home through a dark and difficult ritual”) and Atapath (a hierodule of Rot Apple’s, who she possesses completely).


Rot Apple & Atapath ➜ The assassin Rot Apple watched the sorcerer Willem Lowcoin and some bedraggled signal boy get swallowed up by the Intensity known as Ogm. In that moment, the sun winked out. The wind died. No one breathed, could breathe. And the sound of eternal anguish filled every mind.

Then it was over. The black curtain of godlessness passed, and the ship continued on to the Isle of Ototh.

The crew, expecting the worst, but finding themselves unharmed, carried on with their duties and stations.

Durfan waved Rot Apple toward his quarters. They went downward. Atapath in her wood and leather mask and sandwool tunic followed her possessor. In the captain’s quarters, the light from the small wavy glass windows poured in like foul syrup. Durfan paced behind the long desk. On the corner of it now was a stuffed bird. A large black and red raptor. It was as tall as a man’s thigh bone. The eyes glowed orange and the beak hooked like the sinister daggers that hung on the tooled leather belt around Rot Apple’s waist. The assassin coughed miserably. Durfan waited for it to stop.

“Did you not visit a sorcerer for that death rattle?”

“No,” Rot Apple said.

“See that you do. I’m tired of hearing your demise wear you down one slimy retch at a time. How will you act as my intercessor if you’re gasping for breath, unable to handle a knife?”

“I will ask Lowcoin—”

“No. You will not. Lowcoin is the reason we’re speaking. You will find out what Ogm did to him, and that signal boy. I don’t trust any of the sorcerers for now. We have gone too long without encountering an Intensity, and now that we have just sailed through one, I would have the knowledge it leaves behind. Moreover, we are but days from the Isle of Ototh. And it seems we have timed it so the ritual will take place on Sinners’ Eve.”

“Auspicious,” Rot Apple said.

The captain inspected the cowering creature next to the assassin. “Who is this waif?”

“This is the hierodule, Atapath. I possess her.”

“You’re starting to have an impressive collection—but what of Psaltisk?”

“In truth, Psaltisk has faded into dysentery and boils—he was a shell of the armorer he’d been. Possessing him was low entertainment at best.”

“And what will you do with the girl?” Durfan said.

“That remains undecided, Captain.”

Durfan shook his head. “I cannot tell what kind of assassin you are. You are barely loyal. You’re dying. Perhaps I judged poorly about your capabilities. What do you offer?”

Suddenly a knock at the quarter’s door.

“Enter.”

A bedraggled but sturdy sailor with a gray beard, serious in demeanor and tone, declared that they had lost the wind. The sails sag. The Krirruk has moved into a dead zone. Durfan punched a fist into the desk. A splinter of wood flew off. Rot Apple turned to the stuffed raptor because she thought it had moved. She was uncertain whether the beak had been more upward or downward. Were the eyes more focused on her or the captain? She also spied for the first time a small pedestal hidden in a shadowed corner. On it, a base with a bell jar atop it. Inside, a large toad. No doubt also dead and stuffed. Durfan reached out and brushed the back of his hand gently along the feathers of the bird. It was the only gentle thing Rot Apple had seen the captain perform. Then Durfan waved the sturdy sailor out.

“I have a way your hierodule can be of service to the ship, assassin,” he said. “Do you want to be of service to me?”

Rot Apple said she would.

“Good. Come, Atapath. I have something I’d like you to see.”

Atapath timidly made her way around the desk. Rot Apple, not sure what would happen, was both tense and irritated. She did not want to lose the possessed. But she also wanted the hierodule to obey any command given. It was then that Rot Apple noticed for the first time that the Cabinet of Ygg was in the corner. Had it not been there the entire time?



[Lorraine was antsy at this point. Shaking her foot. Her hand with the cards in them was wobbly. “Is there a way to roll Perception?” she said.

“You can look around,” Javier said. “That’s free.”

“No, she wants to know if the cabinet has been there the whole time,” I said.

Javier was confused. “How would she think it was gone—she didn’t ever ask what was in the room to begin with this session?”

Lorraine shook her head. “No, I had a dream. In the dream . . . there was no cabinet.”

A line spoke itself in my head. “Dreams should be considered valid and coterminous with any board configuration one may create within The Ship of Death. That’s from the designer, Mordan. I made up the Cabinet of Ygg. But it was in a dream. Now it’s in the game. So Lorraine’s dreams are included, too.”

I didn’t know if Lorraine was lying or not. Didn’t matter. We needed this session to end. We needed to get Annabeth back into her apartment or to a hospital.

“Roll a d20 and subtract your Continence. Above 12 you’re right—no cabinet; 12 and under, the cabinet has always been there. Even if you dreamed it wasn’t. Deal?”

This sounded like a shit deal.

“Deal,” she said. Annabeth clung to Lorraine’s arm like they were best friends or sisters, though I suspect she had no idea what was going on with the mechanics of the game. Still, she knew when bad news was on the way.

“If you lose, I’ll let you draw a Sweetbitter card.”

Lorraine rolled a 16. Her Continence stat was a 5, which made it 11. Lorraine crumpled in defeat. She drew a card but didn’t look at it.]


Durfan stood Atapath in front of the cabinet. Then he knelt in front of it and spoke quiet words to it in a tone like an incantation. He was silent. He stood and told Atapath to open the cabinet and look inside. “Do not look away,” he said. “Or you will die and possibly end all life in the Mishilect.”

Atapath, shivering, squatted and opened the door slowly. She squinted. Leaned forward and looked in deeper. Then she screamed. A loud, high, continuous scream. She vomited blood onto the floor and the cabinet shut of its own accord.



Out of the game, Annabeth screamed. Her eyes were shut. Lorraine immediately clapped a hand over her mouth. I jumped over and grabbed Annabeth’s hands and arms to stop them from flailing. She tried to bite Lorraine’s hand. She was overheating and hot. I was convinced, then, that we would go to prison for the rest of our lives. Ariel Castro had been arrested less than ten years ago for kidnapping those girls and keeping them in his basement not far from here. We would face the same end. I felt sick. I wanted to kill Javier. I’ve never wanted to kill another human in my life. Not viscerally.

“We’ll end here. I don’t see how she can go on,” Javier said. “I’ll be back tomorrow.”

“No!” Lorraine said.

I stood next to her.

Javier didn’t even look at us. He straightened his pale yellow jacket.

“Tomorrow,” he said, and left.

Annabeth sobbed into the table. Lorraine flipped over her card. She gasped. And then handed it to me.


SWEETBITTER

The next roll you make automatically fails.

The roll after that one automatically succeeds.



“Help me kill Durfan,” she said.

“Durfan? Or Javier?”

“At this point, I don’t think the name matters anymore.”






Lorraine’s Journal


July 4, 2022

It’s hard to know what to do when you have a possessed, drugged, kidnapped woman in your closet who wants you to hold them. At this point, it is a tad obvious to say that chäln has an effect on her that it does not, or at least I think doesn’t, have on me or even Cole. But Cole has been able to avoid drinking too much. I’m not sure why Javier is less insistent about it with him than me and Annabeth. (Though I can guess why.) Speaking of Annabeth, as soon as Javier left, she relaxed. Cole went to take a shower. She asked for some food, which I made her. A grilled cheese sandwich and some sliced cucumbers. She ate quickly and quietly. When I told her she could leave anytime, she looked at me with a sad fatality.

“I can’t leave,” she said. “Even with your permission.”

“What are you talking about?” I said. “Of course you can.”

She cried again. She shook her head. “It’s a voice in my head. Whenever I think of my apartment or my work or my mother, it talks to me and tells me what it’ll do to me. I’m better when I think of the game or you or it.”

“What is it?”

She finished her food. I waited.

“I don’t know,” she said. She took the plate to the sink. “I’d like to lay down now, if that’s okay with you? I’ll go in the closet—”

“No, please, at least lay in our bed or the couch.”

She waved me off. “If it’s anything other than the closet, I can’t sleep.” Annabeth kneeled in front of me, hands folded in front of her, head bowed.

“What are you doing?” (I knew what she was doing, but I didn’t want it to be true . . . tho, I did at the same time?)

“I need you to order me to bed, Rot Apple,” she whispered.

As kindly as possible, I laid my hand on her head and told her to go to bed. She waited. And waited. I didn’t know what she wanted. “Go to bed, Atapath.” With that, she stood and, head still bowed, loped toward the closet. She turned and said, “I only dream about being on that ship now.” She shut the door. A few seconds later, I heard her talking to herself in a singsong way. A sad, mournful thing. I leaned into the closet door and heard it was a prayer in a different language. I couldn’t recognize it.

I made a sandwich for myself and then considered calling you, Dr. Emily. But how would I be able to work thru this at all without telling you about Annabeth? About how like a sister I see her? Not that she’s Maureen. But that, maybe, she could fill a role I’ve been missing? Desiring?

What would I say about her? What can I say about her? Is she deluded or am I? Or are we both? Have we abducted her or is she merely squatting in our apartment? I’m sure her family is, or will be, looking for her. We’ve heard people in the hall. She was sleeping in the closet when Cole answered the door to speak to some of them. He lied and said he hadn’t seen her. They’ll be back, I’m sure.

Cole tiptoed into the bedroom after his shower with a towel around his waist. I’d not seen him undressed in weeks, and it got me unexpectedly turned on. But I also wondered if even that was an element of the game. Maybe the chäln was changing me? I hated the drink. But I also wanted it. Just about as much as I wanted Cole at that moment. As he stripped the towel off, and I grabbed a handful of his ass, I jumped onto his back. We fell forward together on the bed. For a few seconds, we were as we’d been weeks before The Ship of Death arrived. Happy. In love. Playful. He laughed and tried to tickle me after we fell. I yelped and when he turned over, I straddled him. Kissed him. He was hard. I began to take off my shirt. But he stopped and leaned up a bit. I kissed his ear, his neck. I wanted him to grab my ass and push into me. But he was listening for something. Eventually I distracted him with my mouth. We were sweaty for five minutes when we both stopped because of a noise in the hallway. Specifically, the closet. Cole cried first. Then I did. We wept in each other’s arms, naked, in bed. Unfulfilled.

I was crying because I wanted our life to never have taken this turn.

He was crying, I suspect, because he knew there was no good end to Annabeth being in our closet.

Finally, we were both in tears because not even fucking could solve anything. Cole put on underwear and then he dug among his top dresser drawer. “What the hell.” He held up something from the dresser drawer. I couldn’t make out what it was. It looked like a dirty old potato.

But it was a small stone sculpture.

“What’s this? It was buried in with my socks and underwear.”

I had never seen it before. It was a strange carving. I didn’t recognize what kind of stone it was, but it looked pretty. Yellowish with green flecks.

“No clue. Can I see it?”

He tossed it to me. It was a carving of a head, but not like a human head. This was a long oval type of shape. And the eyes were larger than a human’s. There were no ears. And if there was a mouth, it was hidden behind a row of folds that curved in a frown. Then two more circles were placed near the jowls. The rock wasn’t too heavy. Carved from the same rock, under the head, was a small pedestal so it could stand.

“Do you think Javier . . . ?” I said. Cole said no. Javier never leaves the kitchen area. No way. “Then how in the hell . . .”

I turned it around and felt the curves and divots. It was incredibly smooth and cold. I flipped it and checked the bottom of the pedestal and there, in small letters, were initials.

“R.A.”

I spun it back and dropped it onto the floor. The rock struck the wood and left a gnarly dent. I didn’t want to touch it anymore. I didn’t want Cole to touch it either.

“Goddamn it, Lorraine. You’re ruining the floor.”

I couldn’t understand the concept of us leaving the apartment at all.

“I’ll take care of it. Maybe Annabeth snuck it in.”

Cole stared at me. I was unsure what he was thinking. Doubt. Deceit. Worry.

“We are not safe until that goddamn game is out of our lives,” he said.

“Then write to Stan and tell him we’re fucking through with it! Throw it out. Lock the door. Never let that asshole in here again. Who wears a yellow jacket, anyway?”

Cole sat on the edge of the bed and slid his feet into socks.

“It’s not that simple, Lorraine. And you know it.”

“Why not? Why can’t it be? We could call the police right now. Tell them that we’re being blackmailed. That we’re being threatened. That he’s controlling us.”

“How? And with Annabeth in the closet? How do we explain that? We can’t. She won’t leave.”

“We tell them that, then. Tell them that this woman is having a breakdown and we took her in to protect her but that she refuses to leave. That she’s threatening us.”

“Then why didn’t we call the police earlier? Why didn’t we tell them when they came by looking for her, huh? Exactly. We can’t because we’re fucked. Because there’s something else going on here.” He pointed to the empty chäln bottles on the counter in the kitchen. “Stop. Drinking. That. Shit. It’s not like any booze I’ve ever served before. And stop giving it to Annabeth. It’s making her crazier than she already is.”

I was still naked on the bed. He was fully dressed. We were now the opposite of turned on. There was no sex between us. Felt like there never had been or ever would be again.

“I don’t think the chäln is doing that,” I said.

“Yeah, well, let’s not just to be sure.”

“But if Javier comes back—”

“You don’t let that fuck back in. No matter what.”

My vision clouded. I wiped my eyes. “It’s not that easy. He has this . . . influence . . .”

Cole reached for my hand. I let him take it.

“You have a will, Lorraine. Use it. Put headphones on or something. Maybe he’s a hypnotist or something? I don’t know. Or go out. Get out of the house. You’ve been outside maybe twice in the last week.”

“And leave Annabeth here?”

“She’s free to go. We’re not keeping her here.”

That, as he may have known, wasn’t entirely true. And I knew that. I knew that I possessed her. And I knew that the card I drew was what allowed that to happen. Annabeth viewed me as the assassin that I was . . . wanted to inhabit. As the witch-cursed woman that I was. She called me Rot Apple because it felt right. It was not role play. It was merely living.

But how could I have explained that to Cole right then without starting a fight or losing him?

After Cole left, I sat naked on the edge of the bed turning the carved head over and over. I closed my eyes and felt the divots and pockmarks of the features. The strange skull and stranger eyes. I felt the “R.A.” at the bottom. I laughed. When did I find time to carve heads from stone? If I was praying without knowing it, as Cole said I did that first night, maybe I was also doing this? Or was Annabeth on the orders of Durfan/Javier? I opened the top drawer of my dresser to get a pair of underwear.

There, lined up, like a patient sentinel, was another carved head of some different species or race or whatever. I dropped the one I held, and it scratched the wooden floor. (Another knock against us getting our deposit back, I thought. But then I also thought, Nope. We’re not going to be here long enough to get a deposit.) I got dressed and scrambled around the apartment. I checked the cabinets in the bathroom and kitchen and under the beds and in nooks and crannies. Any place that seemed ignored.

I found three other carved heads secreted away. I breathed heavily. Though I’m unsure whether that was from running around or anxiety. One of the heads exactly resembled the face of that blue creature I found in the grass on my walk a while back. No eyes. A fanged mouth. I’ve never carved anything in my life. Why would I try to do this? Moreover, if I was doing this in my unconscious state—what the hell did that mean for me? Does it mean for me? Dr. Emily, do you know something that I don’t? Do you? Am I schizophrenic? Are these fugue states like that guy from Fight Club?

I wonder if the heads are charms or wards. And what was that for. I want it to fend off Javier. But Rot Apple is in service to Durfan. Maybe I am schizo.

The closet door opened and Annabeth shambled out and into the bathroom. She peed with the door open, wiped, flushed, and shambled back to me. She took the two carved heads I held.

“I’ve never seen someone work so hard,” she said. “These turned out good, huh? Thank you for protecting me, Rot.”

She handed them back.

“Lorraine. Please call me Lorraine.”

She smiled and shook her head, sleepy.

“You saw me carve these, Anna—um, Atapath?”

“Of course. One of them you carved from a cuintaq’s thigh bone. One of the hardest substances known in the world.”

“And where did I do this?”

Annabeth was dismayed. She thought I was being mean. “On the Krirruk, of course.”

My stomach sank into my bowels. I had a heavy leaden feeling there. And I felt I was going to vomit. Then I did. I ran to the bathroom. I mostly made it. Annabeth was there already trying to clean it up. Quid pro quo, I guess.

Because of the 4th, firecrackers were firing off all over. Makes me nervous.

My cell rang as I cleaned my mouth out. It was my boss. I took the call and she explained that I’d need to stop my current project of reorganizing the graduate handbook and work on an emergency issue. I’d taken some sick days in the past week, obviously, but she wanted to make sure I was okay.

“Never better,” I said, wiping the remaining vomit from my chin.

Annabeth flushed the toilet and snuck back into the closet, a carved head in each hand for protection.

I tried to work for the next few hours and pretend like I lived a normal life.

Cole sent me a house to look at. Said he’d seen it on his own. When? I didn’t know. He could’ve just looked at the pictures online for all I know. But I wanted to attempt domesticity. He was, anyway. I realized that he was doing this as a way to try and convince me that things could look upward. And, you know what? It was actually a doable house for us. It was on the other side of 271. Small. A two bedroom, if we’re being honest. But they listed it as three bed. Listed for $150K. But Janine the Realtor said they’d definitely come down. We walked around. The kitchen was basic. Everything would need updating. The furnace looked horrible. The windows were old. The bathroom was done in 1960s pink and avocado. Janine was talking about something to do with the attic access in the master bedroom when I opened my arms wide and flopped backwards onto the current owners’ bed. I grabbed the comforter and pulled it over me and wrapped myself up like I was convalescing. She cleared her throat then said that it wasn’t appropriate to mess up their bed. I told her to get fucked. She scoffed and said that if I didn’t want to continue with her . . . and I told her I didn’t. She could leave. She couldn’t, of course, because she had the keys. So I proceeded to lay in the bed and dream. I sort of wished that Annabeth had come with me. I left her in the closet at home. I realized, laying there, that every house Cole and I looked at was an illusion of a future. And that the longer we trekked after it, the longer we’d be in agony.

Back at the apartment, I actually did finish some work. And I thoroughly deluded myself for about four hours that there wasn’t a woman sleeping in my closet, a woman that I controlled (more or less), and who believed that we were on another world and that I carved heads on a ship there. But then I suppose I should believe that, too. I still couldn’t think of a better explanation for where they came from. When work was over, I took a nap. And when I woke to a string of Black Cats going off in the street, there was a split second where I convinced myself that it was all a dream. Then I heard Annabeth cleaning in the kitchen and a low-level headache struck me. Along with nausea. It was like waking up with a chain around one’s neck that was weightless in sleep but which regains all the heaviness when you wake.

Let her clean, I thought. Maybe it makes her feel better. Maybe it takes her mind off being trapped here.

I turned on the TV for white noise. We had an old boxy kind. The kind that it would be embarrassing to have in a living room. A children’s show was on, Wicky’s Walloon. Banal shit. Animated forest creatures saving trees and stopping dangers from those who weren’t strong enough to defend themselves. Typical stuff. I don’t know how the TV got on this channel, but it didn’t matter. I wanted mindlessness. I watched a few minutes of Fleecy Fox and Mondo Mouse storing acorns for the winter when I decided to clean, too. At least the bathroom. Maybe take a shower after that. I made the bed. Organized my clothes. Found yet another carved statue—a multi-nosed head with a single horn that wrapped around the neck.

The show’s high-pitched voices were at a low roar and, truthfully, kind of soothing. I stepped into the bathroom to get a dirty towel for the laundry and came back to silence. The show was on, but there was no sound. I didn’t mind it. Dropped the laundry by the front door to remind myself later. When I came back, I was folding a few shirts Cole’d left on the floor. As I folded the last T-shirt, I could hear the wind. But it was the wind on the cartoon, not real wind. Which meant—that the TV wasn’t muted or that the sound hadn’t gone out. I turned to see what was on the screen.

The fox and the mouse were staring out at the viewer. Their eyes were hard and merciless. And the fox’s mouth slavered and the mouse’s red mouth was in a straight line. He held a small spear in his hand. The fox’s claws were long and sharp. The show was not glitching. I could hear the wind still and I saw a cartoon leaf in a cartoon tree rustle and stir. I crawled over the bed to get out of the sight line of the characters. But I could still see them. Their heads had followed me. The mouse had moved closer to the screen, as it was, and was very close to the “camera.” There had been no talking for over two minutes now. That’s forever.

Part of me wanted to tell them to FUCK OFF AND DIE. Strong, I know. But I’d had it. I was so frustrated I didn’t care about how I even appeared to myself. Which was bad. I was losing touch with reality. I am losing touch with reality.

I ran over and smashed the power button on the remote atop the TV. The screen went out. All I saw was my own reflection in the screen. I felt my pulse thumping in my neck. My mouth was dry. My body was in preparation to flee a jaguar or a mammoth. I turned the TV back on. The cartoon bloomed back on. Instead of malicious staring the characters were back to normal. Hefting acorns into a barrel. Discussing how they would evade the eagles outside the forest.

For a moment, I wondered if Javier had left any chäln. It was the first time I’d had a strong ache for the stuff. I tried to shake it off. I even slapped my face a bit to wake myself up. I’d have to go back to working for a better distraction. Even though I didn’t want there to be the liquor in my apartment, I was going to check anyway. I scoured the cabinets and fridge for a drop of the stuff. I even checked old cups. I figured maybe—maaaybe—Annabeth hid something, as much as she protested the drink. When I put my hand on the closet doorknob, I heard a voice from the TV say, in an audible whisper, “We need to get rid of him and fast. He’s going to ruin everything. I say we take him down to the river and stick him in a bag full of stones.”

Another high-pitched voice joined in: “Won’t work. Water’s too fast. I say we bury him alive. He’s large, too. It won’t be easy.”

A third voice joined in. Low and gravelly. “And the wife. She’s always watching Cole.”

I jumped and ran into the room, facing the TV. The fox and mouse and a badger were all laughing and nuzzling acorns around the ground. Light classical music swelled as the credits rolled. I turned the TV off again. Then I unplugged it from the wall.

I still wanted a drink.
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July 4, 2022

Shit gets increasingly weirder. Before I go into what just happened at the game store, let me say one thing—the whole reason why I’m even bothering to keep notes on this at all: I have no outs. Think about it. Where can I go? Who can I tell? (My parents are dead, my sister is building her life across the country, and Lorraine’s parents are elderly.) All I want to do is go to the police or to some authority and tell them what’s happened. But the story is so goddamn skewed that it will look horrible for Lorraine and me. So my hope is to keep these notes and make sure that whoever reads this understands what’s gone on.

Beyond that, this is for me. I need to record what happens. If I don’t, I will question what reality even is. And I’m worried that I’m coming apart. Lastly, writing has become a calming activity for me.

After I left the apartment, I had an hour to kill before I needed to be at the bar. So I stopped by The Wooden Sword, our local game store. The place calms me. And a big colorful sign said they were having a Fourth of July sale. Shelves and shelves of board games wrapped in airtight plastic. Walls of card sleeves and cases full of multicolored polyhedral dice and six-sided dice. Stacks of RPG books and an endless array of figurines for miniature wargamers. It has the hush of a library. And there’s always a few groups of people playing card games or a board game. In the afternoons, the side rooms are full of groups of mostly adults (some kids) playing tabletop. I love it. Often, I won’t buy anything. I’ll just go in to feel better, look around, idly meditate.

The store was relatively empty when I showed up. Two regulars, Ian and Sam, were behind the counter chatting about work stuff. I waved and looked over the newest board games they’d stocked. Nothing particularly thrilling. I moved to the RPGs, a row away from the register. A guy had come in and was asking about a game I hadn’t heard about. Something called Skull Necklace. Or Skeleton Lace. I was reading a supplement for Mörk Borg when this guy said, “Of course, I’d like to kill Atapath, too.”

Ian and Sam laughed. Both said a version of I know, right?

A prickle formed at the base of my neck. I slid the supplement back between the others and stood, listening. Waiting.

“She’s such a weight on the game. The bitch.”

“What about the assassin? I think she’s great.”

“She’s low-powered. Won’t last long.”

“Even with the occult statues?”

“Durfan is my choice. He’s OP but cool. I want him to fuck ’em all up.”

A paperback supplement to a different game crumpled in my hand. It was ruined. I didn’t even know I’d picked it up. I had to have been mishearing things. I was a mumbler. Maybe I also had the equivalent of hearing. Point is: I was willing to take the blame for getting this wrong. I shoved the ruined supplement awkwardly back into place on the shelf. Every part of me was sweating.

“Can I help you find anything,” said a voice from my right.

Ian. He was not smiling. Hands crossed in front of him like we were about to throw down in the alley. His hair was in his face, and he wore a faded Slayer shirt. Seasons in the Abyss.

“You know me. Just looking.”

He didn’t move.

“You okay?” he said.

“Sure, why wouldn’t I be?”

He took a step toward me.

“You’re sweating.”

A wet ring formed around my midsection and under my armpits. “Yeah, I do that. Um, hey, I heard you guys talking about a game. What’s it called?”

“Skeleton Arc Race.”

“And there’s a character called Durfan in it?”

“Huh?” Ian said. “No, but there’s one called the Phantom. Maybe that’s what you heard.”

I did not hear that. I heard DURFAN.

“What about Atapath? Someone said they’d like to kill Atapath.”

His expression was dismissive. “He said ‘I’d kill to go down that path.’”

“Path of what?” I said.

Ian shrugged. He left me alone again. The names nagged me. I knew I wasn’t wrong. The guy was still talking to Ian and Sam at the register. They’d been whispering until I walked up. Then they went silent in an awkward stance where anyone could see they’d just been talking—talking about me, it felt. They all had greasy hair and smelled like b.o.

“Hey, I know this is silly, but I’m pretty sure I heard you guys say the names Atapath and Durfan.”

No one moved.

“Ooookay,” Sam said, looking down.

I lied to myself, saying it was me subconsciously picking up names from elsewhere. But I knew that wasn’t true. I knew what I’d heard. But it was like I’d caught a bunch of teenagers smoking behind the school. Like I was wrong for intruding. No, it was worse than that. Teenagers would’ve been smirking. These guys were dour. Intense. Evasive.

Without thinking, I grabbed the other customer’s arm, the one who spoke up about the game first.

“Where’d you hear those names? Where’d you get them?”

The guy bit his bottom lip and curled his upper lip. His gums were black and his teeth yellowed and long. He growled—yes, growled—at me and tore his arm away. And with the other hand he shoved me down. Hard. Ian and Sam watched passively.

“I think you should go,” Sam said.

I did not know what was The Ship of Death and what was my life. I still don’t.

It’s 2 AM. I’m writing this in the bathroom of the bar at the end of my shift. I’m getting this all down before I forget it. The bar was dead for the first few hours. Which was fine with me. All I could think about was what had happened in the game store. I sliced limes and lemons and brought out ice for the bin. I’d told Lorraine to text me if anything happened. Not that I wanted anything to happen. But we were, well, divided is the best word.

Bernie, the bar manager and owner, was in the back doing inventory or on the phone with a distributor on the West Coast. He’d shut the door for privacy.

As usual, I brought with me pieces from the game. This time it was a small compact Rule Book, like the kind you’d see with an old 1990s collectible card game. (The Ship of Death was proliferating these rules as if it was an insect with a brood. I don’t know how I missed all these when we unpacked it.)

The Rule Book was called: Shortform Structuring for an Inhabitable Ludoweldt. I am as confused as you. But there was a part, as I was flipping around, that caught my attention:


Rule 53.4

Ownership of Cards and In-Game Objects

The ownership of any cards that are in your “hand of cards” at the end of play are, without any dispute, yours. If the owner of the current copy of The Ship of Death brings supplemental cards, and a player holds them at game’s end, these cards stay with the player, forever. Or, until said player decides to use them. This same rule affects in-game objects. E.g., a character owns a cask of ale in the game. At game’s end, that character still owns the cask of ale.



I put the Rule Book down and remembered my cards. I kept them in my pocket. Mostly because I liked looking at them, in the beginning anyway, but now for safety reasons. I didn’t want Javier to replace them, steal them, or alter them. I had five. But two were relevant right now. The first, the card that started all of this.


PSALTISK’S MUTINY

The ship is threatened with mutiny by Psaltisk, Durfan’s first mate.

If you are a sailor, you must join Durfan.
 
If you are an assassin, you refuse.

If you are a sorcerer, you may choose either path. You may pass this card to each

other player. If you do, they must carry it out, as well.

You must give the reason for Psaltisk’s betrayal.

Any player other than you must describe Psaltisk’s features and traits.

Write these down in the provided taskbook.
 
When finished, search the current

deck for another card named
 
PSALTISK’S ALLEGIANCE

then shuffle the deck.



And then the follow-up card:


PSALTISK’S ALLEGIANCE

You are allied with Psaltisk.
 
Anytime you are under attack,
 
you may play this card for protection against
 
the enemies of Psaltisk. This card
 
will stay in play until removed.
 
When it is removed, you may put it

back in your hand, even if Psaltisk is no more.



I’ve played enough card games to know that the wording on this is vague, but specifically what does “protection” mean? It had black-and-white collage art of a man wielding a large pitchfork and all around him were symbols from religions I didn’t recognize. The man was authoritative but raging. I held it out in front of me over the bar top. John Mellencamp was singing about Jack and Diane. I wondered if I could play the card right now. What would happen? Nothing? Anything? Would I want it to do anything? That was the other side of it. I decided yes, I did. I poured a shot of top-shelf tequila, hit it, and then said, childishly, “I’m playing Psaltisk’s Allegiance” and snapped the card down onto the bar. I didn’t overthink it. I left it there while I got back to cleaning and fidgeting behind the bar.

Kids ran around outside with sparklers and families with a small arsenal of fireworks lit them in the streets. I have never liked the Fourth. Too bombastic and explosive. Sets me on edge. It was already dusk but it grew dark fast. Then a crack of lightning and thunder and the outside was pouring down. People in the street scattered, shrieking. A welcome break from what was going on. I propped the front door open to hear the rain. Let the air in. Bars are always so sour smelling. I hate it.

I stood in the doorway watching a few cars slosh through the rain in the gutters when a man from across the street headed for the bar. I knew who he was immediately.

I backed up, nearly ran behind the counter, where we kept a baseball bat. The drenched man walked into the bar and, dripping wet, took a seat at the closest table. He stared at me, waiting.

“What do you want?” I asked.

“That is my question for you,” he responded.

“I want you to leave me the hell alone. I don’t know who you are or what you want.”

“I’ll have a dram of whatever is bracing back there.”

I paused. I poured him añejo tequila. Better than what I had. I brought the baseball bat with me. I set it on the table in front of him. “On the house,” I said. “But when you finish it, you leave. And don’t bother me again.”

He sipped the añejo. His eyes widened. “That’s superb.”

Never mind that he was soaking everything he touched.

“Listen, you are misunderstanding me. That man who was in here weeks ago, the one who got between the two of us—”

“You mean the one who saved me from you,” I said.

“No, you’re not listening. It may have seemed aggressive. But I needed to talk with you.”

“So talk.”

“That man, the dark-haired one with the yellow jacket. He is not who he presents.”

I laughed. “No shit.”

He frowned. “Then I am too late?”

“For what?”

“To stop the ritual.”

The drenched man drew his hands over his longish hair in a way that squeezed the water out of it onto the floor behind him. The rain fell heavier outside. But the lightning had stopped. The neon light of the bar sign out front reflected off the water in the street. It was dreamlike. I checked for my manager. He was still deep in inventory.

“How do you know Javier?”

Now the drenched man laughed. He threw back the rest of the tequila.

“He is known by this name now? Javier?” I nodded. “That is not his name,” he said.

This was the first time that I noticed he had a strange accent. One I could not place. His English was understandable but as if I was getting it . . . secondhand.

“I kind of figured that,” I said. “What is his name, then?”

“I cannot say. You must find that out yourself.”

“Man, this is not the time to be fucking cryptic. This guy has taken over my and my wife’s life. He’s forced us to play this game and persuades her to drink this liquor—”

He reached his hand out to me: “Do not drink it!”

“Too late for that,” I said. We stared at each other in silence. I waited for my manager. He didn’t even peek his head out. “You were at the library at the art museum, weren’t you? Following me.”

“I was. But I was trying to protect you, warn you.”

“Man, you better be real fucking clear right here and right now. I don’t even know how I can trust you. I can’t trust anything.”

His eyes softened. And reddened.

“Once,” he said, “a man, a man who had special abilities, placed his hand on my head and drew a memory from my mind. A memory of my family, in pain. Of my child, dying. Before I was taken from them.”

My hands turned cold. I felt my gut wrench.

“Those were the last tears I ever let go of.” He looked up at me. “Lowcoin.”

I shuddered. “How could you know all that?”

“The game you are playing with this man, this Javier, it is not a game. It is a ritual. You know this by now, yes? It is not good. If it is complete, he will be able to return.”

“Return where?”

“To the place where the ritual points toward.”

“The Mishilect?”

He didn’t say anything, but I knew I was right. Then I remembered the card on the bar.

“Do you know anyone named Psaltisk?”

The drenched man flinched. He blinked slowly and held up his glass and shook it. I went and filled it. He came to the bar and stood drinking. “Is this Javier insistent? Does he seem desperate at all?”

“Maybe. He’s definitely fearless. Forceful.”

“He is running out of time. To return to where he is from.” I thought about how haggard he looked for someone as young as he acted. The aging skin. The weariness in him. I was done asking questions.

“What was below when you fell into the sand sea, before Durfan pulled you out?”

The man did not react, except to lift his head a bit higher as if to stave off hurt pride. But I was wrong. It wasn’t pride. It was fear. He was pushing off a wave of visceral fear. His left eye twitched. He was silent a long time before he spoke.

“Walls of blood rose up the side of the world at an impossible height and were lined with people screaming for their mothers or fathers or crying out for gods that don’t exist.”

Again, another stretch of only hard rain slapping the pavement.

“How do you know all this?” I asked.

He leveled his gaze at me, as if to say, You already know that answer.

“Alright,” I said, “then how do I stop him? I want him out of my apartment and out of my life.”

“It is the same for any invasive animal. You must destroy where they live. He keeps himself stable here by the abode he lives in. You will come with me. We will destroy it.”

“When?”

“Right now.”

The funny thing was, I should’ve been willing to do whatever it took at a moment’s notice. But I was still so preoccupied with the most banal shit, still worried about my employment, about the impression I gave my boss. I said I could be ready in one hour. The drenched man nodded solemnly. He said that anything could be a ritual, if it was taken seriously enough. Even sleeping. He said that I was not to be deceived by the nature of a game. Games were serious, deadly. Most of them were based around brutal competition. The worst game is the kind that disguises its ritual, those like The Ship of Death.

“I will return in an hour. Be ready to depart. If you are not, I will go alone.”

I said I would. He moved for the door. His shoes squished. (I can still hear it.)

“Wait!” I said. I held up the card from the bar. “What about this? What should I do with it?”

He shrugged. “You will not need it.” He considered something. “But bring that metal staff with you. That you may need.”

I grabbed the bat from the table and tightened my grip.






Lorraine’s Journal


July 5, 2022

I find myself unable to stop writing now. I don’t know why. Cole hasn’t been home—didn’t come home at all last night. To distract myself, I’m writing in this journal.

I am growing more anxious. I think it’s because I’m doing less work. Oddly, no one who supervises me at work has noticed much. Even when they give me “timely” projects. And because Cole is gone and it’s hard for me to want to leave the apartment and leave Atap Annabeth here, alone. Which I know implicates me in her imprisonment (that’s the only word I can think of for it). If I leave, she might leave. Then we’re screwed. And, maybe, we should be. So this is what I have left. I’ll go out when Cole comes home. It’s better to go grocery shopping at night anyway, when everyone is asleep.

I broke the end off of our headboard and am trying to consciously carve one of these heads. I couldn’t think of where I got the stones before. So I figured wood would work as well as anything. I sit at the table with The Ship of Death and try to imagine what Rot Apple and Atapath are doing. Though, I already know. Because I’m the one who decides for both of us.

Anyway, the headboard was an heirloom my mother passed on to me from her mother. I think it was a Shaker piece. Now it’s going to have three eyes and an anus in the back of its head.



Hi. Might as well tell you what just happened. Atapath crawled out of her closet and into the bathroom to pee. I asked her if she wanted anything to eat. She didn’t say anything. I went and stood in the open doorway. She sat on the pot with her sweats and panties around her ankles, her head in her hands. I thought she’d fallen asleep. I poked her head. I asked her again if she wanted anything to eat. It was lunch.

“You know what I want,” she said.

“You don’t want that shit. You only think you want it,” I said.

She told me to fuck off.

“Do you want to go back to your place for a bit? Change some clothes?” I thought it might be worth floating the idea of ending all this. “How about you go back and call your mom. Tell her you were on a bender. You had a breakdown. You didn’t mean to scare anyone.”

She looked up at me. Her face was red, scratched. Her eyes were circled with purple. Like she’d been crying blood.

“What the fuck happened to you in there?”

Her face was full of soft venom.

“The Mishilect. Durfan.”

“Dreaming?”

She nodded. “You need to wipe me. I can’t lean up. My legs are dead.”

“What?”

Then she screamed: “Help me wipe!”

I leaned down in her face. I put my finger in front of her like I’d seen mothers do to unruly kids in public. “Never. Yell. At me. Like that. Again.”

She crumpled inside. I could see her agency give way. I hated it. I loved it.

I folded a few squares of TP and she leaned into my forearm. I pushed her head down harder than I should’ve. I wiped her. It was not as odd as I thought it would be. And—here please remember that I’m resisting trying to buy into all of this—I think it’s because she’s mine. I also cleaned up the blood on her face and under her fingernails.

I stood her up. True, her legs were wobbly. But with all her weight on me, we were able to get her to the table and into a seat, where we massaged her legs to get blood flowing in them. I asked her to tell me what happened in her dream. She wouldn’t look at me. She was looking under the table. There was a small, dried patch of chäln there. I have no idea how she spotted it.

Before I could stop her, she’d leapt down to the floor, scrabbling so as to get her mouth over it, and began licking the dried liquor off the linoleum. And I mean licking like she had been in the desert for forty days and forty nights with no water. She was moaning. I told her to stop. She was acting like a goddamn dog. Get off the floor, and so on. She couldn’t pull herself away. She wouldn’t listen. I had to get down there myself and yank her head from the tile. She licked it clean. As in, like shiny white. (We have a black-and-white-checked old-school linoleum floor. I try to mop once a month, but we often forget.) But the dried patch was bigger than I had thought. She pulled away from me and I had to squeeze her arms so tightly that she yelled.

“Stop fucking squirming.”

“Please PLEASE let me just taste it one more time.”

I thought we actually had more in the fridge or hidden somewhere. I could have just given it to her. But that reflexive part of me got there first.

“You can lick the chäln off the floor if you tell me what you dreamed of, what you saw in the cabinet.”

Ann Atapath did not flinch, but she hesitated. For a moment. Then she nodded hungrily. I waved her away and she dove under the table and got her tongue working. I watched her for a moment there on all fours. And I realized: She was my dog. My pet.

“I’m sorry I hurt you, Atapath,” I said to her. Felt wrong to apologize. I knew it would be the last time I ever did.

She didn’t stop licking the floor, now in long slow laps, but she made eye contact with me and I knew she had forgiven me of anything between us.

It’s been another hour. I had a grilled cheese. Maybe I’m lactose intolerant, because I started coughing horribly and clearing my throat as soon as I took a bite. It was awful. I’m still hacking up. I made one for Atapath, but she claimed she had everything she wanted with the chäln. Again, I have no idea how anyone could live on that stuff. Then again, maybe you can.

As I ate, she licked clean the floor near the base of the cabinets where all the grime and crumbs and hair and dirt and dead bugs collect. She even got under that plastic protector at the base of the fridge. She covered the whole span. No lie. I was impressed with, and proud of, her. And I told her so. She smiled. She came to my feet and laid her head on my knees. I took her chin in my hand and said, “Now tell me what you saw in the cabinet.”

A world drowned in blood, she said. All of it pouring into a giant mouth.

I asked if Ygg was there.

She did not know what Ygg was. No one does, she said. She was sure of that. Durfan most of all. But whatever it is, it is not of the Mishilect.

How in the hell could that be? Where was this thing from then, if not from inside the game?

She wiped her eyes, still thinking of what she saw in the cabinet, I’m sure. I felt bad for her, and I stroked her hair and tried to comfort her. I’d give her an extra blanket for the closet. That would be a fair gift for all she’d done. All she’d do. Maybe the quilt my mom made for me when I graduated high school?

Then, Atapath turned her head up at me, her eyes wide. Quietly, she begged.

“Let me go,” she said.

“You can leave anytime,” I said.

I helped her stand and nudged her toward the front door behind me. Tentatively, she took a step. Then another. She was standing in front of it and reaching out a hand to turn the knob—when she brought it down. Like it had shocked her. She tried again and got her hand on the knob this time and tried to turn, but it resisted her. I was fascinated. Her body was rejecting her own will.

The downstairs buzzer went off. She jumped. I pressed the answer button.

“Hello?”

“Hello, this is Detective Prosh and Officer Mychowski. You’re a neighbor of Annabeth Smith?”

“I am.”

“Could we ask you some questions?”

I didn’t even hesitate. “Sure, come on up.” I buzzed them in.

Atapath was amazed. Her head shook with fear.

“Get in the closet. Now. Don’t make a sound or you get no chäln.”

She ran on tiptoes and shut the door silently behind her as the police knocked, quite aggressively I might add, on my door. I opened it for them. They didn’t make that clichéd move to push in. Seemed content to stand in the hall and lean on the frame.

“Hi, Ms. Wyler. We know you’ve already talked to a detective before, but we’re revisiting and recanvassing folks in the area on Annabeth’s disappearance. Do you mind if I ask you a few follow-ups?”

“It would be my pleasure. Anything I can do to help find her.”

I crossed my arms and smiled. I leaned on the frame like them. I could feel Atapath’s body in the closet. The tension in her muscles. The indecision in her to stay or to go. To scream or stay silent. The detective asked the questions and the officer had his thumbs hooked in his tactical vest by the armpits. He was boldly inspecting our apartment. Looking for suspicious activity.

“Did you ever have any contact with Annabeth outside of the apartment building?”

“I did not, no.”

He wrote this down, along with every other answer I gave, in a small memo pad with a golf pencil.

“Same for your husband?”

“Yes. So far as I know.”

“Have you ever been into Annabeth’s apartment here?”

“I have not. Well, actually I have knocked on her door and been on the outside of it like you are here. Does that count?”

“Not really, I guess.”

“Okay. Sorry.”

“That’s fine. Now, have you seen anyone visiting her? Anyone who looked suspicious in any way?”

“No. But I didn’t really keep tabs on her.”

“Did you see her often?”

“No. I know she worked from home like me. Some kind of tech job. I barely saw her. Maybe once or twice getting her mail. We knew each other to say hi to. But that’s all.”

The sound of muffled crying came from behind me.

Both Det. Prosh and the officer looked up at the same time. Then to each other. The detective scratched his chin with the gold pencil.

“Everything okay in there?”

“Sure. Why?”

“Sounds like someone crying. Do you have children?”

“Nope.”

He nodded his head as if piecing something together.

The crying turned to wailing. Atapath couldn’t contain herself. As I suspected she would not be able to. I wondered what would happen if they found her in there. I would be relieved, of course. Sad, but relieved. I’d go to jail for a long time. Cole, too. No one would visit us. I’d never see him again. But I’d also never have to see Javier again. Or drink chäln again. Or listen to you, Dr. Fucking Emily, ever again.

“Do you mind if we come in and take a look?” Det. Prosh said.

“As long as you like,” I said.

They both moseyed in past me. Prosh went straight to the closet. The crying was clear now. There was no doubt that a person was in there weeping. I felt I was going to shit myself or puke. I coughed horribly. Something came up that was slimy and thick. I forced myself to swallow it. The officer eyed me. I apologized and took a tissue off the counter. I fake blew my nose. The detective knocked on the closet door.

“Hello?”

The crying stopped.

Then I had a vision. That is all I can call it. Javier came around the corner of the hallway with his arms out and shoulder height. The detective had no time to react and Javier grabbed the detective’s head and crushed his skull. An eyeball popped out and hung by the red and blue nerve endings that reminded me all the time of VCR wiring. And lumpy brain matter oozed from the crack in his skull and just an amazing amount of blood splashed everywhere.

But again. This wasn’t real. It felt real. And I knew it to be a premonition of what I had to do if Prosh opened the door and found Atapath. I would have to kill these men. I was not prepared for that.

Det. Prosh opened the closet.

No one was there. Coats hung on hangers. The vacuum stood. The blankets piled on the floor, messy. Just as it had been. But no Atapath. I breathed.

Det. Prosh turned to Officer Mychowski. “You heard that, right?”

“I did.”

“Did you?” he asked me.

I shrugged. “We hear all kinds of weird shit in here. Sound travels odd. Like up and down the pipes and stuff. People below us have kids. Could have been them?”

“Yeah, maybe,” he said. He shut the closet.

“Ms. Wyler, did you know that Annabeth had called the police some days before her disappearance and described a man in a pale yellow jacket climbing the side of this building?”

“No, I did not.”

“Do you know any man with a pale yellow jacket?”

“I mean, I must know someone who has one.”

He was bored with prevarication. With me. He wanted the truth.

“I have at least two witnesses who say that they saw a man with a pale yellow jacket come in and out of this building in the past week since Annabeth’s disappearance. Moreover, that they were coming up here. Do you have any explanation for that?”

“Maybe DoorDash? We order a lot of food.”

He could see where this was going.

“Okay. Sure. Well, is there a better time for us to visit when your husband is home? I’d like to ask him some questions, too.”

“He’s a bartender. He’s not back until late at night. And he sleeps during the day.”

“I’m good at waking folks up,” Det. Prosh said. “He works at the 1983 bar? Okay. We’ll see you soon, I think.”

“Sounds good,” I said, and shut the door on them as they walked out.

I listened for them descending the stairs and the front door squeaking and then slamming shut. I watched them through the window, getting into their car, pulling away and down the road. I waited for them to disappear and then I waited more. After ten minutes went by, I stood in front of the closet. I closed my eyes and turned the knob.

Inside, huddled up, knees to chest, eyes crying blood, was my sweet sweet Atapath. Newly returned from the Mishilect.

I am writin this w my left hand. Slowly. I dont write with my left hand. I am right hand’d. Y?

Bc my right arm is dead. Cant use it.

I told her to stay in the closet. Sleep. So I slept too.

My cough is worse.

Practice practice practice my left hand writing writing writing

Lorraine Marie Wyler Lorraine Marie Wyler Lorraine Marie Rot

Rot Apple Rot Apple Rot Apple Rot Apple

I woke up from a dream 15 min ago. In it R.A. was asking Durfan what we were going to do abt Psaltisk. Durfan said kill Psaltisk before we reach Isle of Ototh. i said it would be stupid. Too many ppl support him even if he was mine we would lose ship we would lose ritual

then w/ no warning Durfan touched my right arm. It went dead. No use of it. I feel but could not move

I woke from the dream + my arm is still paralyzed. I am trying not to freak

. . . brb

had a small panic attack

My arm is withering shrinking a bit turning color + drying like a twig. my arm will fall off I called Cole he did not answer








Cole’s iPhone Voice Memos App [Transcript]

EARLY JULY 5, 2022

Okay, shit. Fucking hell I can’t stop shaking. I’m recording this because I can’t type and I’m driving. I need to get home to Lorraine. Shit, where do I start? Okay. It’s about five in the morning and I just left this industrial part of downtown off of St. Clair and 40th. By the lake. It was a half-abandoned building. But I have to go back and tell—shit. Okay. So the guy from before who was all wet and came into the bar? He will not admit who he is, and I guess I didn’t really outright ask him either, but whatever. He convinced me to go with him after I finished at the bar. And I think he was right. We needed to—or rather I needed to—find out where Javier lived. I couldn’t wait around for him to come back and fuck with me and Lorraine.

Hold on . . . I need to make a turn here.

Okay so I drive us around and Psaltisk is quiet and pointing out where I need to turn. I keep asking him questions and he’s all quiet and won’t give me straight answers.

I asked him: How do you know where he lives?

And he said: We are bound together in every plane of existence.

Then I asked: Is the game a key?

And he said: The way a key is made to keep something in and keep something out.

So I said: Who’s being kept out?

And he said: The man in the pale yellow jacket.

At this point I stopped the car on the side of the road and told this guy, Tell me what the fuck is going on. Quit being cryptic. Who is Javier?

And this is basically what he said. He said that Javier is from the Mishilect. Javier is not his real name. The guy from the bar can’t tell me his real name—whether because he can’t or won’t, I don’t know. It’s like something outside of him is watching and waiting for him to fuck up and take him out. Like he has a sniper rifle pointed at him all the time. Javier was ejected from that world and into our world. Now he’s trying to get back in. Why? I don’t know. Why did he choose or find us? I also have no idea. And neither did he.

I asked him how he got here. He said it was through the same ritual.

The Ritual of Ototh, I said. And he nodded. Jesus, what the shit.

So finally we get to this abandoned building I mentioned, this huge brick thing. And the guy says to not do anything that would get in his way. To let him take care of this. But when I ask why he hasn’t done something beforehand, he says it’s because he needs me, but doesn’t say why. We climb through this torn cyclone fence and cross this massive concrete yard into the building and immediately we see this huge pile of stones and rock and like driftwood. But also something else. And I had to ask what it was. He said it was bird bones. I mean, this thing looked like a huge nest. But also like newspaper and bits of clothing and stuff. It was scattered and tall. Like it had been worked on over months. Maybe years. Here is the weirdest thing, though, it was covered in, I don’t know, almost like thick darkness enveloped it . . . like the fuligin candle from that one game session. The candle that didn’t give off light but instead darkness. That’s what it was like looking at this pile of wood and bones.

And for some reason, man, when I saw that thing, I was livid. I was infuriated. I wanted to put my hand through Javier’s face. And I, like, steeled myself to go into the nest, but Psaltisk wanted to lead. So he finds a small entrance area like this hole that we can army crawl through. Which, at first, I was all fired up but then I knew that wasn’t a good idea. I wasn’t about to get stuck in this thing. Fuck that. But Psaltisk is already gone, crawling in. So I went too, right into the jaws of hell. And as we go deeper into this strange nest, the tunnel opens up and it’s a large space and no one is there except me and Psaltisk.

I asked him where Javier was. Psaltsik was confused, and I think he was wrong and knew it and didn’t want to admit it. And then, man, shit. I can’t believe this. I saw ahead of us in the middle of the clearing was the Cabinet of Ygg. And I told him this. But Psaltisk says that there is no such thing. And he tells me to shut up and that we need to wait for Javier to return.

But I said that I dreamt it, so it’s real. That’s what the creator of the game said.

And Psaltisk doesn’t believe me. But he tells me that I’m naive if I think that there’s anyone who created the game other than Javier. That there is no other creator. That all of this is a huge plan for Javier to get back into the Mishilect by using other people to stage his ritual for him.

Then Psaltisk walked toward the cabinet, and I told him to stay the fuck away from it, but he said it may have Javier’s sigils and belongings in it. Things that we can use to manipulate him. I said his name, and he turned to me and said not to use that name, that it was not his name here. And when I asked what name he wanted he turned back around and opened the cabinet . . .

[. . .]

Listen . . .

What I’m about to say is going to sound insane. It’s the kind of thing that if I had to admit it in court, I would be taken away in a straitjacket. I fully understand this. But I have to say it out loud.

He knelt down and opened the cabinet and it resisted him at first, like the door was stuck or something. And when he did that I could hear a suction sound. Air was moving around. He grunted and pulled on it, finally got it, and it was like opening a drain in a bath. I’m not kidding. It was like a hurricane dropped down into this building. Everything was swirling around: trash, dirt, screws, small rocks, the driftwood and bones and leaves and all that crap the nest was made of. All of it was getting sucked into the cabinet. I grabbed onto a standpipe that was about five feet away and Psaltisk had been thrown around behind the cabinet but was still holding on to the cabinet’s handle. I couldn’t hear anything over the roar. Maybe he was yelling something. I don’t know. I was yelling just incoherently out of fear. I don’t know if you’ve ever been inside of a tornado before. I hadn’t. But you can’t see a fucking thing. It’s all a goddamn blur. All this grit in my eyes but I couldn’t let go of the standpipe because I’d be sucked into that cabinet and I just . . . I don’t know how long it lasted. Could’ve been fifteen seconds, could’ve been fifteen minutes. Time felt like soup.

When I woke up it was two hours later and the cabinet was gone.

Alright . . . now I’m pulling up to that fortune-teller’s place . . . Tess . . . I gotta talk to her, I gotta see . . . I don’t know . . . I gotta go . . . I can’t . . . breathe . . . I’m hyper—I’m hy-per—vent—il—a—ting—






Writing on the Inside of Cole and Lorraine Wyler’s Hall Closet date unknown (likely early July 2022)

the toads mouth is open—the toads mouth is waiting—the toads mouth is all

we are all blood in the mouth of the toad–

can you see me in the mouth? will you join me in the mouth?

the exit from this world is through the toads mouth . . .

[more writing in a red substance, assumed to be blood, but the writing is indecipherable, perhaps not English]






Cole’s iPhone Notes App

Untitled

July 5, 2022

Around 6 AM I knocked on the back door of Tess’s shop. I stood there for a while and then yelled up at the apartment above. I threw small stones at the window. It finally opened and she stuck her head out. She was, or had been, asleep. And not happy.

“You’re still alive. Congrats. What do you want, sailor?”

I didn’t even say anything. She just saw my face and woke up a bit.

“Oh. Well. Gimme a sec.”

She let me in and we sat at a small kitchenette in back while she boiled water for tea. Or something. I never paid attention to what it was.

“I don’t know where else to go. I’m sorry for doing this—I just—it’s that I can’t underst—well, see, let me back up—I saw this thing—and it sounds nuts, but—”

She reached out a hand and touched mine. “Breathe.”

I did.

“Again.” The black cat appeared at Tess’s legs and meowed horribly. “Ugh, away, you grimalkin. Can’t you see I’m busy?”

The cat moved to me and nuzzled my ankles. It was soothing. I did calm down with the cat and the breathing.

“Now,” she said. “Start from the beginning. Don’t skip around. It’s irritating.”

I told her everything that had happened since I’d seen her last. But I put special emphasis on what I’d witnessed in the abandoned building. The nest. Everything getting sucked into the cabinet. The whole time she listened attentively and steeped a tea made of some dried green and brown leaves. When I finished she pushed a mug of it to me. She drank hers and I drank mine. I noticed she had a tattoo across her knuckles, one letter per knuckle. A-N-T-O-N-I-A.

“What is this?” I said. I held up the cup.

“Tea.”

“Oh. Is it supposed to do anything? Like soothe me or something?”

“No. It’s poison. It’ll kill you in three minutes.”

I spit it out.

She shook her head. “I’m kidding, sailor. Cool out. You’re all wound up.”

“Well, yeah. I saw shit that defies reality.”

“Everything defies reality. Get over it. What you saw was odd, for sure. But I’ve had worse happen to me.”

“What can I do, Tess?”

She hummed as she sipped. “I consulted some of my—sources, we’ll say—and they’ve all confirmed that this has gone past the point of return. All I can offer is that you and your wife take this other woman and flee or hide. But even that might not do much for you. I know, it’s disappointing to hear. And I wish I had a better solution, sailor. But y’all got caught up in some of the arcanest shit I’ve ever seen cooked up.” She seemed bored. Not nearly as worried about what I’d told her as I was.

I had a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. The kind that arrives before you shit your brains out for a half hour on the toilet. I was going to lose my insides. I slumped to the floor, still holding the tea.

“I mean, y’all could just try and beat this guy at his own game. But I feel like the winning and losing isn’t the point. It was always the ritual of the game. Just playing it was enough, I suspect. Listen, I know this is hard to swallow, Cole, but there is more than one world. There are atoms and there are large parts of space we know absolutely nothing about. So it should go without saying that there are other worlds that have laws and aspects that are totally foreign to ours. There are other worlds that aren’t worth a damn to those in the ones they were born in. But often things from other worlds get tired, I guess, and want in and want to wear it like a dress or eat it like a peach. Depending on what kind of Thing it is. And then there are some Things that just like playing with whatever is in the other world. Like a boy with ants. This Durfan isn’t one of these Things, but he wants one to pay attention to him. And that’s no bueno, sailor.” She thought a minute. “Destroying the game likely won’t work. Either way, my advice stays the same. Run. Hide somewhere. Maybe he can’t finish the ritual without you. It’s not a great life, but you’ll be alive.”

“That’s not what I wanted to hear.”

“Sorry, hun. That’s all I’ve got. I’m not an omnipotent being.”

The cat that was lying in a little ratty bed underneath a table suddenly stood up and made a hurling sound. The kind that cats make when they’re about to hork up a hairball. But the cat was having trouble. And Tess noticed. “Come on, Betsy. Do your thing. Throw it up.”

The cat struggled. Its eyes reddened and bulged. Saliva dripped from its pink mouth. Her belly was swollen now. Which it hadn’t been. And her ears flattened. The hair along her spine roached. Tess knelt beside her and tried to hold her but the cat veered away, wanting to be alone. The bulge in the belly moved upward toward the neck and distended the poor thing’s throat to what had to be three times the size. Betsy fell over, even though she was still trying to bring this hairball—or whatever—up. Tess was freaking out now. “Do something, you idiot! Help me.”

“How?”

“I don’t know, reach in and grab whatever it is.”

“Aren’t you a witch or something? Can’t you do anything?”

“It doesn’t work that way, you shitheel. Help!”

So I grabbed the cat’s scruff and pulled her toward me. She was in bad shape. She kicked her hind legs and scratched up my forearm. I guessed she would die if this couldn’t come out. The cat began to move like an accordion, backing up and stretching out, to try and puke this thing out. But when whatever was in there started to emerge it was slimy and spherical and green. Like a giant mucus globe. Then legs sprouted from the front and when it fell out onto the floor, it rolled over and opened its big eyes. It was a toad nearly half the size of the cat.

“Fucking hell,” I said. “How did your cat eat a whole toad?”

She shook her head and kept staring at the toad, which stared at us. It was the size of a small purse. Bulging and wet. Betsy was heaving on the ground, grasping for breath, her tongue lolling out of her mouth. Blood leaked from her eyes and nose.

“She didn’t eat a toad, Cole. This is something else.”

The toad opened its mouth and a long glistening tongue shot out. It stuck to Betsy’s head and pulled it into the toad’s mouth. Faster than blinking. Tess leapt for her cat. The toad’s eyes turned black and it made a humming sound. The toad was slowly working on swallowing the cat as Tess pried at the mouth and stuck her hand between her pet and the creature eating it. I stood there like an idiot. Not believing what I saw. Or, I believed it—but I had reached a stasis point. I was getting numbed to the insanity.

Tess kicked my shin. “Step on the toad,” she said.

That seemed both wrong and right. The toad’s skin shimmered. The humming got louder. I shot my foot out and stomped on the rear part of its body. Its mouth reflexively opened a bit wider and Tess yanked her cat from its maw. Betsy was covered in slime and unconscious. Tess pulled her away and cradled her. The toad hummed still and slowly slumped away into the dark in the back of the room.

“Beat the shit out of it!” Tess said. “Stab it!”

There was nothing around to beat or stab it. But I watched it drag itself into the dark and then we heard the squeaking of wood. Like a door opening.

Tess went to the wall behind us and flipped the light switch.

There, in the back of her store, was the Cabinet of Ygg. And the toad was crawling up into the black square of its opening. When it finally made a way up, the toad vanished and the cabinet door slowly shut behind it, making that awful creaking sound.

Tess turned to me and said, “You brought some dark shit to my door, sailor. I don’t blame you, though. I’ve seen plenty of nasty nonsense from beyond this world, but even I’m a bit unsure of what this is.” A tear ran down her cheek. She held Betsy to her. The cat was clearly dead, limp and feeble. There was terror in her eyes. And in Tess’s. “There is a coffee can on the desk behind us. Take it with you. Take it with you and never come back here. Ever. Now get the fuck out of here and run.”

I stood there.

“Go, you fuck!”

I scrambled to find the coffee can, an old Maxwell Brothers tin, and sprinted through the front and out the door. I drove home at top speed, not paying attention to the police or pedestrians. I figured at this point, getting arrested may be the better play.

When I pulled up outside of our apartment building, I opened the coffee can. Inside was a long silver chain with a charm or symbol on the end. It was like a broad U shape and on the end of the arms of the U were downward spikes. And there was unreadable etching all over it. The necklace appeared nothing special. But Tess said to take it. So I did. I slung it over my neck and stuck it under my shirt, against my skin. I did not feel better. Though I don’t think that would’ve mattered one way or another at that point.

I knew I was going to kill Javier by the end of the session. Maybe I’d kill him first thing if he was there. Maybe I’d wait. It depended on how persuadable Lorraine would be. I assumed she’d still be on my side. But the way things had been going the past few weeks—it was hard to say.

When I walked into the apartment, it was silent. I heard nothing except the exhaust fan on the refrigerator kick on. I opened the closet. The smell was horrible. Annabeth had been sleeping in there. Smelled like she’d pissed herself. But there was also a stronger, more disgusting smell. And the walls were covered in writing. I breathed deeply, trying not to have a panic attack. The apartment felt . . . wrong. It felt displaced. Like I’d stepped into another state, not Ohio. Into another city, not Cleveland. Another time, even.

I found both of them curled up in bed together. It was sometime in the afternoon. I shook Lorraine awake. I mimed for her to follow me into the hallway. She hugged me with one arm and cried. Her other hung limply at her side. She smelled gross but it was a good gross, if that makes any sense. She thought I’d died or something.

The limp arm was hanging oddly and looked smaller. I asked if she’d hurt herself. She told me that Durfan touched her arm in a dream and now it’s dead. She thinks it’s going to rot off. Like a rotten piece of fruit off a tree. That’s what she said. Then: Rot Apple. She started laughing hysterically like a madwoman. I had to pull her into the bathroom and calm her down.

“Why is she in there with you?” I asked.

She shrugged. “Because she’s mine now, I guess.”

“I feel like I’ve been gone a thousand years,” I said.

“No kidding.” Then she stepped back to look at me. “Why are you so sweaty?”

I took her hands in mine. “Lorraine. Do you think we could leave here, our apartment, Cleveland, everything, and never come back? Like get across the border into Canada and live in Labrador or something?”

She was confused. “What’s going on?”

“The shit I saw. What I went through.” I wanted to cry. Hard. Into her shoulder. I very much wanted to give in and quit. “The cabinet. It’s real. I saw it. It sucked this guy into it.”

She stared at me. Her bottom lip stuck out as if she was processing.

“You don’t believe me?”

“Oh, no, I do. I believe you. That’s the problem. Where was the cabinet?”

“In a warehouse by the lake.”

The story was already too involved for her.

“You need to sleep, Cole. You look horrible. Have you even eaten or had a glass of water?”

I shook my head.

She made me eat saltines and peanut butter and then we both laid on the couch together for about an hour until there was a knock at the door.






Voicemail Left on Cole’s iPhone

JULY 5, 2022

. . . Cole . . . It’s Javier . . . (*cough*) I know you were following me . . . but I also know that you weren’t caught up in the tumult of my quarters . . . that . . . whole construction wasn’t meant for you . . . that man who lured you there, well, he’s an old friend, of sorts, but . . . but now that he’s out of the way, I think (*cough*) we can finally get to the end of our game . . . as it was meant to be played . . . please let me know when a good time to come by would be . . . or perhaps I’ll just drop on by . . .






Cole Wyler’s 5th After Game Report, The Final Fucking One

Date: July 5 & 6, 2022

Time Played: ???

Players: Cole & Rot Apple/Atapath & Javier

Player Characters: You know. I know you know what’s going on here. But also who cares? What’s the difference between the game and this life anyway?

The question is: Why am I still writing this out on this piece of paper? I will tell you why. Now that everything is over, now that this storm of shit has descended and passed, I am writing this for Lorraine. For me and Lorraine. And posterity. Which I always thought was bullshit. Posterity, I mean. But it turns out to have a therapeutic aspect.

In the late afternoon, Javier knocked on the door. It was a gentle sound. Like a grandmother preparing breakfast for you when you woke up in her house. Lorraine said she’d get the door. Javier entered silently and didn’t bother to turn lights on. He glided to a chair and set down a bag he had with him. Then he watched me on the couch. Suddenly my desire to kill him was weak. I only wanted to finish the game.

“This place is in a rather disreputable state,” he said. “Where is Atapath?”

Lorraine said she was sleeping.

“Get her up. And you, get off the couch and clean up the game board. And get some glasses.” He held up two fresh bottles of chäln.

It felt like we were on the Krirruk and the captain had arrived on deck and we’d all been lazing around for the last shift. But now serious times abounded. We had to scrub and coil ropes and climb rigging and tar things. In the dark, he seemed stranger. He was bulkier. He moved differently. And his voice had changed. There was a rasp in it. The age of him shone through. As if he’d passed through a filter that drew all the water from him. He was a ragged leathery piece of a person.

Annabeth shambled into the hallway with Lorraine at her side. She looked perpetually zombified. Javier ordered them to organize the cards and reset the minifigs of The Ship of Death and blood border tokens and arcane signpost markers. He wanted the 16 Perpetuity Dice (which we’d never used and which I’d never heard of until that moment) placed just so. I brought glasses to the table and Javier took them from me but also spent a moment brushing his fingers along and up the backs of my hands. I shivered. He smiled. He poured chäln and swished some in his mouth. He gargled. Then he drained the glass. He sighed. He inspected the closet from the outside. He ran a hand along the outside and felt the knob. He wet a finger and slid it down the door and then licked it again. His expression was satisfied. Then he opened the door and hummed with pleasure. “Yes, yes. Perfect.” A smell wafted from the closet that was worse than a full trash can cooking in the alley in the middle of August.

Then he took Lorraine’s arm in his hands. She tried to pull away, but he tugged on her dead arm. He checked on me to see if I would act as brave defender, but I didn’t know what I could do. Lorraine looked back at me. She was in pain and in need. Our eyes locked and there was disappointment there. Why aren’t you helping me, they said.

I needed to finish the game. That was all I could think, even though I was desperate to retaliate against him. There were knives in the kitchen drawers, but if he was withering people’s limbs, I didn’t know what a knife could do to stop that. He was appreciating her shriveled arm, which itself was starting to smell bad. He was appreciating it like a connoisseur appreciates the rind of aged cheese or the bouquet of old wine.

“You have no idea the sacrifice you’ve made here, Lorraine,” he said. He said it with love. Almost.

“Fuck. You.”

He lay her arm gently against her body, like a baby in a crib.

“Now,” he said, standing behind his chair. “One can’t pray to an Intensity, even though the game leads you to believe you can communicate with them. Of course, you cannot. How much communication is there between you and the chair you’re sitting on? Exactly. But this game. The ritual of it.” He shook his head, appreciating all he’d done or would do. The gold dogtooth hung over his lip. I’ll never forget that. “The ritual . . . of Ototh. That is real. That is here. That is what we’re going to do.”

“But we’re not even there yet,” Lorraine said.

“Not yet. But . . . very soon.”

Then Javier pulled the whole table toward him, making a high-pitched screeching noise of the metal legs on the linoleum. Lorraine got up and went to the kitchen. I heard the sink running and her getting a glass.

“Everything is a map if you know where to pry.” He was all smiles.

He crawled on his hands and knees over to the fridge, behind Lorraine, sweeping his hands over the floor. Feeling for something. The three of us—Lorraine, Annabeth, and me—watched him crawl and search. Lorraine gave me a look, as if to tell me that now was my chance to tackle him. To knock him out. But another part of me whispered in a small and cold multi-legged voice that if I did, I would never see my wife ever again. My muscles were tensed as if to stand, but I relented.

Javier gripped a small peeled-up corner of the linoleum by the fridge and yanked. The glue was weak and old. The flooring tore back like brittle skin. It was like flaying a mummy. I didn’t care about the floor. I cared about where he was going with this act. The shadow of the act was passing over us first. I was waiting for the real thing to hit.

I tried to think of what I could do in the game that would set him off balance. What if Lowcoin joined his side? Or what if The Cruelties of Thoom had a spell or incantation that could wipe Durfan off the board?

Javier had ripped all of the linoleum up from the kitchen and was wrestling with it like a two-dimensional beast. When it flipped over, he asked me to bring over the gaming pieces. I had no idea why.

“Lorraine, is there a tile for Ototh?” he asked.

She had gotten up and was in the kitchen by the drawers, looking for something. Immediately, with her back to us, she said there wasn’t a tile for Ototh. How could she know that?

“Correct,” Javier said. “There is not. You know why? Because the game requires that you make your own path to the end. Now see.”

The backside of the flooring was dull and brownish and dirty. The hardened glue patches were beige and orange, oxidized from years under foot. But they did have a pattern. And it didn’t take long for us to see that all the stains and glue swirls were the markings of territory and geographic points. The borders of a sea. An island. Javier began jumping up and down and then flipping everything over. Plates, cups, the kettle, the salt pot. He was having his own solo revolution.

I brought the pieces over and dropped them into his hand.

“I want you to do the honors, Cole. You deserve it.”

He forced the Krirruk ship piece into my hand. I set it on a darkened portion of the flooring’s underside that corresponded to where we’d left off on the board. We were but a league from the Isle of Ototh. Relief and terror flooded me. I turned to Lorraine, who had returned to Annabeth’s side and was holding her hand.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“For what?”

“I don’t know.”

“It is appropriate that I play this card now,” Javier said. He grabbed his cards and pulled out one called “The Ritual of Ototh.” It read:


THE RITUAL OF OTOTH

If you have arrived at the Isle of Ototh,

consort five sorcerers.

Each sorcerer must make a loyalty roll on a d20.
 
If the roll is 17 or higher, the roll succeeds.
 
If it is below, it fails.

Each sorcerer must then attempt to summon

an Intensity of the Mishilect.

Each sorcerer’s incantation must involve

a stranger’s blood in their mouth as they speak.
 
Failure follows if not.
 
Once this is done, choose the sacrifices.

After the sacrifices are chosen,

offer the divine flesh.



That was the whole of it. No explanation about what the sacrifices were. Nothing about how the blood was supposed to work.

“Lowcoin,” Javier said, without looking up from the floor/board. “You will roll for yourself. I will roll for two and Lorraine will roll for two. There are no modifiers for this.”

His first roll was a natural 20. Annabeth, who I thought had been rather comatose, gasped. His second roll was a 17. Lorraine’s turn for the first attempt was a 19.

“The dice are loaded,” I said. “How do we know they’re not tampered with?”

Javier snorted. He took the d20 from Lorraine and rolled the die quickly 5 times.

3, 15, 4, 8, 16. He tossed it back to her. “Roll,” he said.

Before she did, she pulled a card from her hand.


SWEETBITTER

The next roll you make automatically fails.

The roll after that one automatically succeeds.



Javier shook his head. “I’m impressed with how savvy you are. You’d been holding that awhile, huh?” He took another card from his hand and laid it down.


CAGE OF CHALCEDONY

Change the outcome of another player’s roll.



“Normally, this is for those against me, but this has a place here.”

She was gripping the seat of her chair, hard. Her nails were digging into the vinyl cover. Annabeth could see how red she was turning and tried to console her. Lorraine couldn’t be bothered with noticing her.

“Cole, your turn.”

I tried to negatively influence the roll as much as I could. I did it quickly without letting fate step in.

I rolled a 19.

Something in the closet groaned. Annabeth quietly sobbed into Lorraine’s shoulder.

“I wanna go home, I wanna go home, let me go home, I wanna see my mommy,” she said over and over.

“Your mother will use your baby pictures to line the bottom of a dog cage when I’m through with you,” Javier said. “She will forget you even existed.”

For some reason, the coffee machine kicked on and began brewing a pot. Which reminded me of what the mornings are like in the kitchen when I’m in there all alone. The sun coming in through the window and—

That was it. That was what felt wrong. There was no sun. I knew it all felt weird. I’d been so disoriented that I didn’t even realize that the sun wasn’t out when it should’ve been. It was bible-black outside. And silent. I walked to the window and threw it open. Nothing moved. Absolute silence. Absolute darkness beyond the pale edge of the streetlights.

“Do you know how hard it is to set this ritual into place?” Javier asked. “The most laborious efforts have been made to see this happen with no obstacles.”

No cars, no bikers, no walkers. No dogs barking.

“I want to announce combat,” Lorraine said suddenly.

“On whom?” Javier said.

“You.”

“Go ahead. But you’ll have to make a skill che—”

And before he could finish the sentence, Lorraine leapt forward with the butcher’s knife in her non-withered arm and thrust it into his chest right of center. Javier let out a small puff of air. His cards fell to the ground. She must have secretly grabbed the knife when he was ripping up the floor and she was getting water. I didn’t even see it. He looked down at it and laughed, then he collapsed backwards, his legs crooked under him. He stared at the ceiling and his chest jerked in erratic ways.

It was only one stab. But it was a hard one. And deep. We waited for him to die. His breathing slowed slowed slowed and then it stopped. I did not breathe either the whole time. None of us did. I wanted to live in that silence like a protective mantle from one of our role-playing games. I wanted to sing or shout or hug my wife for her bravery and sheer will.

Instead, with a choking voice, Javier spoke.

He told me to start my incantation. Lorraine screamed. She ran to try and get another knife, but he stuck out his leg and tripped her. Annabeth cried out and leapt to her aid. Javier stood and put both hands on the knife handle. I moved in to push it in further, if possible, or yank it out and do it again. But he gripped my wrist and bent it back. It snapped. I wailed.

To him, the knife was like a minor impediment. He thrust it out of his chest. Blood splattered all over. Nothing pumped out of the cat’s eye slit in his chest.

I scrabbled one-handed over to shield Lorraine, but he wanted me.

“Start the incantation, Cole.”

I started saying a bunch of gibberish. Though as I gibbered, I began to pluck sense and meaning from my words. Until I could comprehend what it was I was saying. Some language I had never heard before, and yet I was speaking it. He tilted my head back and held his arm over my face. I chanted harder, higher. I chanted longer, louder. And into my mouth was Javier’s blood, dripping down from the major laceration in his arm. I gagged on the blood. I remember it was cold. And tart. Like bitter herbs. Javier joined me in the chant. It was musical. Like a dark counterpoint. A fucked hymn. Similes fail here.

The moaning in the closet turned into a chorus. It sang with us. Lorraine and Annabeth were also singing but mechanically, forced. Their eyes rolled back in their heads and their hands outstretched toward the ceiling. Which, as I looked at it, was oscillating in waves as if made of water. Then I recognized what Lorraine was singing. It wasn’t what Javier and I were incanting. It was her prayer to Ygg. And somehow Annabeth knew it, word for word.

The closet doorframe was gone. In its place was a large arched shape that had no door. Instead a strange fabric or skin was pulled over it. Dark and wet like an animal’s skin. And a thick ribbed seam ran along the edge of the whole thing. It was a toad’s mouth.

Javier jammed his arm down into my face then and at the same time—he stabbed me in the ribs. Obviously, he didn’t kill me because I am writing this. But he did me no favors. I collapsed. In the few seconds I felt I had left before bleeding out, I tossed “Psaltisk’s Allegiance” onto the floor/board. Javier stomped on it, as if to cancel it. But no sooner was it out there, then I heard a man’s voice yelling from outside out of the vacuum of darkness. It was the drenched man. Psaltisk. Call him what you want. I heard wood breaking and glass shattering. He was trying to break into the building.

Javier moved to his jacket and reached deep into his interior pocket, all the way up to his shoulder, which should have been impossible. And he sought something with eyes closed until he cried out and pulled from the jacket a long and immense sword. It was wavy along the blade and inscribed with an etched inscription almost lit from inside as if with fire.

Lorraine had since stopped singing and I grabbed her pant leg. Shook it. She broke from her trance and noticed me. She knelt down and saw my stab wound. She cried and tried to put her hands over the wound. I started to apologize to her, but she was shushing me and crying. Talking was impossible. What was there to say anyway? I felt like I was choking again. Hard to breathe. And probably was inhaling my own blood. At this point, I figured I had maybe a few minutes left before oblivion took me. Light faded in and out. I kept hearing Psaltisk thrashing his way up the stairs and then finally he was at the apartment door. Banging on it and slamming his whole weight into it. Javier turned manic.

Javier held the sword point at Lorraine’s neck. She stood and Annabeth did the same. He swung his head toward the toad’s mouth. I screamed. It was pure pain. I kicked and pushed my body toward them on my back. Scooting pathetically. Javier grabbed both women by their collars and shoved them toward the mouth, which was now opening. And the moaning and agony unraveled from it like a living gas. Noxious and hateful all around me. I saw a glimpse of what was on the other side of the toad’s mouth. A blood red sky neither morning nor night. And the sound of piercing birdcalls. Men shouting. A wave or wall of blood filled with mouths ever cresting and never falling.

The door’s dead bolt shattered and Psaltisk was through and holding a long metal pole. He charged toward Javier and they clashed. I couldn’t get up or roll over. It was all I could do to keep my eyes open. I felt myself go cold.

I called out Lorraine’s name, but she was sobbing too hard to hear and if she looked back I had already faded back into nothingness or come back out from it.

Javier and Psaltisk clanged and bashed at each other. One with a proper sword and the other with a piece of rebar. I wanted Psaltisk to smash the captain’s skull. But my instinct said that the traditional endings of novels and movies were done as an appeal to the reader/viewer’s commitment to come back. Eventually I heard but did not see a sound like someone crying out and Lorraine yelping.

I remember Javier standing over me with a silk handkerchief. And then I knew that he’d won whatever battle they’d had. He set the kerchief on my chest. Something was in it.

“These are for you, sorcerer. I do not need them anymore. But I thank you for your service, Willem.”

Then he stood and he was wearing leather boots. And a yellow sash. And the sword was on his belt. And the world rocked like a vast wooden bowl in a never-ending sea. It felt like blood leaked from every pore of me. The Ship of Death was alight and burning. Forever disappearing into wherever it came from.

Everything was on fire. The floor, the walls, the ceiling. Psaltisk was now lying outside the apartment in the hall, which I knew was on fire. If he was awake I knew he’d be banging on the door, desperate to return, too. I rolled over onto my stomach. What energy I had was a last gasp, I felt. I’d heard of people having sudden bursts of energy before they died. This was it for me then. I got the fire extinguisher from under the sink and doused as much of the fire as I could. A handful of random small parts of the game were salvageable. Smoke filled the room and roiled out of the windows.

I struggled to the door and opened it. To my surprise, nothing was outside of it but the empty stairwell. No burning. No fire. No body. No Psaltisk.

And when I turned around to my kitchen, all was as before. Except for The Ship of Death and the ripped-up linoleum. But the game was burned beyond recognition. And the closet was a closet. I stumbled over, smeared in my own blood. But I felt no pain then. And when I reached down, lifted my shirt, there was no wound. There was no stabbing. I opened the closet. Nothing but traces of Annabeth’s feral camping. Blankets. Her scrawled writing on the walls done in blood or shit. Lines about the toad that swallows the world. I fell to my knees and gripped the blankets that smelled like bodies and sleep.

The sun was up and striking the wall of my kitchen. It glittered on the walls. I hated it. I hated everything. I wanted nothing but the end of it all.

I wept. I scraped and clawed at the inside of the closet and tried to find more pieces of the game. I did that for hours. And hours turned into days.

I looked everywhere for chäln but it was all gone.

I could not remember any of the prayers or incantations.

And of the few heads that Lorraine carved, only one was remaining.

One of me.






Forum Posts from BoardGameGeek’s Page for The Ship of Death

THE SHIP OF DEATH > FORUMS > GENERAL


“Who has heard of or Played this game?”(1,527 posts)



Tom Brandl @hiroquezst / Oct 30 2022

You will not believe what happened to me earlier today. I live in Cleveland Heights, and I took my daughter down to Cuyahoga National Park for some hiking. Just to enjoy nature and see some waterfalls. As we’re looking at Brandywine Falls, this guy comes up out of nowhere and asks if we like to play games. Like board games, he said. He was in bad shape. He looked homeless. Big beard. Smelled horrible. He was carrying this big plastic bag inside of a paper grocery bag. I said yeah, actually, I’m pretty big into Wingspan and Agricola and he cut me off and shoved the bags into my hands. He said there was an invaluable game in the bag and not to lose it. When I tried to ask him what it was, he told me that I wasn’t allowed to ask.

Now, of course, I get scared cause my daughter is with me and here’s this vagrant shoving bags in my hands. And usually Brandywine is packed with gawkers and people taking pictures, but no one was really around, and we were down this wooden stair structure far from the path. How the hell do I know what’s in it? But on top was a small plastic baggie with some game pieces in it, so I take him at his word. I work at a halfway home for addicts, so I’m probably less bothered by these kinds of interactions than most people. But still, I admit, it’s very weird. Oh, and it’s pretty much Halloween. How perfect.

Anyway, I set the bag down at my feet, thinking maybe he’ll drift away, and I’ll just leave the bag of stuff there. But my daughter is trying to paw through it and see what “games” are in there, and all I can think is NEEDLES, VIALS, KNIVES, PORNO, etc. So I nudge the bag away from her and try to talk about the waterfall. The guy is still standing a few feet away. Totally spaced out.

I’m about to move us away from him back to the parking lot, when he asks me if I’m married. This takes me by surprise. And I’m both angry and upset, because I’m a widow. My wife died of breast cancer three years ago. And it’s just been me and my daughter. “My mommy died,” she says to the guy. And the guy, well, he sort of broke down. “Mine too,” he said. Then he took off his wedding ring and launches it into the pool below the falls. I saw it all happen and wanted to reach out to stop him, but I couldn’t. He walked farther along the boardwalk to the falls and I took the bag just so he wouldn’t harass us anymore. though I did feel bad for him. I was crying, too, because I remembered what it was like to grieve that hard. Shit, I’m still there in it some days. It never goes away. Like a stone in my chest. I could see the weight in the guy’s eyes.

Anyway, when I finally get home, I look through all of this stuff. And the only thing that’s a game is that baggie. And what’s in it is unidentifiable and half the pieces looked burnt like he’d saved them from a fireplace. Instead, it’s all these writings. Confessions, reports, journals, official documents, police calls. I have no idea what all this is. But as I’m reading it, I’m wondering if this is the game, The Ship of Death? Is it like a meta-game or something? The guy’s name, I think, was Cole Wyler, but I cannot find anything about this guy online. It’s like he never existed. Nor did his wife or the lady that they supposedly abducted. That’s what makes me think this has the possibility of being a stunt.

All the same, i thought I’d mention that and see if anyone had any other info on the game or this guy. Or if maybe this happened to someone else, too. Kind of like a viral marketing campaign or something.

ReplyQuote•••

@rinceypie87 / Oct 30 2022

Oh man, you are so lucky to have gotten away alive! That sounds creepy as hell. I looked this guy up and couldn’t find anything either. Sounds like a guy with lots of mental issues. I don’t think it’s a viral thing.

ReplyQuote•••

Shane Westhof @boldlygo / Oct 30 2022

Man, I swear. These forums are just havens for trolls and glory-whores. You wrote a small novel to tell us this? There is no way some stranger approached you with this sob story with a bag of parts from one of the rarest (nay, mythical) games in existence. Get wrecked, dude.

ReplyQuote•••

Tom Brandl @hiroquezst / Oct 31 2022

Well, sorry to burst your bubble, friend. But here are some pictures of the items that were in the bag. trust me, I did not go out of my way to carve this strange head from whatever type of stone it is.

<stranger_bag1.jpg>

<stranger_bag2.jpg>

<carved_head.jpg>

I don’t know what to do with this stuff. If someone is open to taking it, I can post it to you. Shipping is on me. I’m weirded out by this stuff. I did a cursory read thru and I think I’m done with it.

ReplyQuote•••

Jon Anasta @axilla73 / Oct 31 2022

The photos aren’t coming through for some reason. Try again?

And it looks like that stone is called bloodstone or a heliotrope. Apparently, it’s a type of chalcedony.

ReplyQuote•••

Shane Westhof @boldlygo / Oct 31 2022

Because there are no photos, Jon.

ReplyQuote•••

Tom Brandl @hiroquezst / Oct 31 2022

Don’t know what to tell you @boldlygo. Send me a personal email and I’ll settle this once and for all. You can have the photos.

One final thing that Cole said that really bothered me. It felt at the time like the saddest thing ever. My daughter heard it, too, and after we left she said the same thing. “Daddy, that man was the saddest person. Why does he not want to play games anymore?” Kids, you know?

The first thing he said wasn’t sad, but the second thing was. He said that “You should not forget that dreams should be considered valid and coterminous with any board configuration one may create.” And then he said that he hoped one day he’d see his wife again in his dreams and that maybe it would count, but that he hasn’t had a dream in a long, long time and that he suspected that he would never ever, ever again dream.

ReplyQuote•••
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	*To Play Testers: These requests seem extreme, but it has been shown that even the most banal actions betray our deepest desires and urges. E.g., see Calvin Bosquet’s The Contested War Zone: Daily Habitudes and the Sociology of Our Poisons (Harper Torch, 1968), pp. 103–156.







	*Mr. Mordan, I’m surprised you didn’t go with the traditional stats of Strength, Wisdom, Dexterity, Intelligence, etc. People, like me, might get confused about what these stats represent. Just something to think about . . .







	*Coming back the next day after I’ve written this to say: I do not believe in coincidences. I realized that part of what I said about the toad I got from Javier himself the night before. But it wasn’t at the top of my mind. I just blurted out whatever popped up. Though, it is odd, isn’t it, that when I repeated what Javier said, or part of it, he appeared in the bar to help get that asshole off of me. Whatever it was, I would still like to think that he’d have been in 1983 to apologize and talk games. Which is also a bit odd, no? My mother used to say that coincidences were simply you putting yourself in the way of that which you really wanted to be around. The world, for her, was much more orderly than everyone else thought it was.







	*Please don’t hold this against us, Mr. Mordan. I don’t think Javier is to be held responsible. He didn’t pirate anything. Perhaps it’s best to see it as we have even more knowledge of what your intentions are with the game, since Javier has seen earlier versions.







	*As I’ve more time to reflect on this incident, Mr. Mordan, I think it’s possible that your game pokes a part of the human psyche that is susceptible to flashes of anger. The more lizard brain parts of us, I mean. Maybe it’s the shape of the game tiles. Or the way the cards are worded. Or there could be a chemical in the plastic that the minifigs are made of—but something loathsome is in this game, as compelling as it is. I won’t say fun. Because it’s not fun. It’s a . . . burden, really. But a burden that we all seemed to want to shoulder. I don’t know if these reports are actually getting to you, if X.J. Mordan is a real person. I will say this, though—I don’t know if I would distribute more copies of this game. Maybe one copy of The Ship of Death is enough for this world. And I’m including all of this incredibly personal info because I want you to see what the consequences of the gameplay are. I was not an anxious person before TSoD. I am now. Lorraine was never this erratic before this game: Now she is.
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