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Shattered Realities, Exploded Selves 
In The Yellow King Roleplaying Game, players take on the roles of young artists studying 

abroad in Paris in 1895, as the publication of a mysterious verse drama begins to overwrite their 
adopted city with the supernatural reality of an alien world called Carcosa. 

And they play European soldiers fighting in the murky War of Reclamation, who come to 
realize that their endless, inexplicable struggle occurs at the behest of Carcosa’s Yellow King. 

And they play former resistance fighters in the present day, after the overthrow of the 
tyrannical Castaigne regime, which has held America in its icy grip since the 1920s. 

And finally they also play contemporary people in the world as we mostly know it--but what 
is that strange masked creature lurking behind that dumpster over there? 

Something links these characters across time and alternate realities--a grim destiny that may 
enable them to unravel the schemes of Carcosa, returning the world to what it was, for good or 
ill, meant to be. 

The Yellow King Roleplaying Game (or YKRPG when only an acronym will do) can be played 
using this overarching, interwoven structure, or in a simpler, episodic mode featuring shorter 
incidents of subjective reality horror in any one of its four settings. 

To play the game, you need the core book, which includes both the rules and the central 
Belle Époque Paris setting. 

Each of the other settings appears in its own volume: The Wars, featuring Europe’s 1947 War 
of Reclamation; Aftermath, the contemporary post-Castaigne world; and This Is Normal Now, 
our world with supernatural corruption seeping in from the corners. 

The Game 
This game of uses Pelgrane Press’ GUMSHOE system, a set of roleplaying rules focused on 

gathering information and solving mysteries. GUMSHOE bases itself on the idea that failing to 
get information is never interesting. When your character uses a relevant ability in a situation 
where the scenario says there are clues to be found, you always get them. This simple premise 
allows us to present rich, layered mysteries in which the object is not to randomly stumble 
across a few key bits of information, but to piece together the truth hidden within a larger web 
of clues.  

As with all of our GUMSHOE games, the rules have been specifically tuned to a particular 
setting and style of play—in this case, the subjective reality horror of Robert W. Chambers’ 
King in Yellow Mythos. 

Rules Basics 
When characters seek information where it might be available, they always gain it, provided 

they have an investigative ability that fits the situation.  
In situations when interesting story possibilities arise from either success or failure, 

characters make a test. They spend a number of points associated with a relevant general 
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ability, roll a single six-sided die, and add both numbers to get a result. This is then compared 
with a Difficulty Number. If the result meets or beats the Difficulty, the character succeeds. 

When battling, chasing, or running away from adversaries, characters simultaneously test 
their Fighting abilities. The degree of success or failure depends on how many characters make 
their tests. 

When characters suffer physical harm, they take Injury cards. Shock cards represent mental 
traumas. Text on these cards describes their game effects and tells you how to discard (get rid 
of) them. Where not otherwise specified, you discard all Shock and Injury cards at the end of 
every scenario. When you accumulate three Injury cards the character dies. Three Shock cards 
means that the recipient has suffered a severed breakdown and can no longer continue as a 
player character.  

A Howling from Carcosa 
Four short stories by American author Robert W. Chambers (1895-1933) serve as central 

inspiration for this game. Published in the collection The King in Yellow, they are: “The Mask,” 
“The Court of the Dragon” and “The Repairer of Reputations.”  

Chambers wrote other horror stories and some pulpy supernatural adventures. Aside from a 
handful of ghost stories that turn on the same simple ironies as those of his contemporary and 
inspiration, Ambrose Bierce, they are universally and correctly regarded as terrible. This would 
be true even if they didn’t traffic in blatant racism. Yes, we have on our hands another key early 
horror writer whose reactionary social intentions we must acknowledge, excise and subvert as 
we adapt his work. 

Bierce also writes of a place called Carcosa, in his short story “An Inhabitant of Carcosa.” 
Chambers clearly mined it for references, but here Carcosa is an ancient city, and Hali the name 
of a philosopher the narrator contemplates. It also mentions Aldebaran and the Hyades, as stars 
the narrator sees overhead after leaping forward in time to an era long after his city’s reduction 
to ruins. 
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Book Four: This Is Normal Now 
In This is Normal Now, the players portray ordinary people in a world that first appears to be 

our own. When they brush up against supernatural invaders from Carcosa, they discover a deep 
strangeness they knew about all along, but could not bring themselves to fully confront. Like 
most everyone else around them, they at the same time know and deny the existence of 
monstrous beings lurking in the shadows of their gaily lit twilight world. 

When they lose the ability to deny the weirdness that is right in front of their nose, they 
begin to investigate further. 

As in supernatural procedural shows like The X-Files, Supernatural, or Preacher, the 
characters run across eerie sources of disorder, figure out what’s going on, and then attempt to 
solve the problem of the week. Also like those shows, a secret world hides under a layer of 
supposed normality. But here shocked everyday citizens kind of understand that life has gone 
seriously sideways, but pretend otherwise, terrified of what will happen if they push too hard 
against the carefully manufactured consensus reality. 

Early on the group might be drawn into isolated cases such as: 
• A van full of teenagers disappears in the parking lot of an isolated venue for an EDM 

show. Is this connected to the fire that killed sweatshop workers at this location a 
hundred years ago? 

• Coders working on a hypnotic new virtual reality experience quit en masse to form a 
commune together. They just want to be left alone to pursue a philosophy they call 
digital Zoroastrianism. But why does their belief system appear to be contagious, and 
who is that masked guru they follow? 

• Despite the protestations of its reclusive author, the publication of a new horror novel 
leads to a rash of attempted suicides from young readers who hope to meet its 
monstrous main character. 

Over an extended This Is Normal Now sequence, the group finds the pieces of a larger puzzle 
concerning the Yellow King mythology and the subtle yet blatant alterations it has wrought. 
Their fates intertwine with one or more conspiratorial organizations that either profit from or 
fight the Yellow Sign effect.  

Perhaps they even take it all the way back to 1895, and the actions of their original set of 
characters at the outset of your epic arc. 

Characters and Rules 

Names and Identities 
Tell the players that the final sequence is set in something very similar to our reality and 

timeline.  
When carrying on from Aftermath, the characters here are alternate-timeline versions of the 

investigators they were playing before.  
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They have the same names, appearances, and ages. Tell the players they decide how much of 
their previous quirks and personal details they retain.  

These people have been through much less than the ex-partisans of Aftermath. As the first 
session begins, none has directly witnessed a supernatural event, fired a gun in anger, been in a 
serious fight, or suffered a life-threatening injury. They’ve been drawn together by a bond none 
of them can quite explain, or has ever bothered to question. Together they enjoy the footloose 
life of urbanites in their late twenties and early thirties, going to clubs, checking out 
restaurants, and maybe even playing a round or two of Cards Against Humanity at the local 
game cafe.  

Here, the Suicide Machine Technician is a small-time hipster drug dealer. The character 
maintains a select client list, selling only small quantities of the soft stuff to fellow hipsters and 
well-off types old enough to be their parents. The Dealer steers clear of the gang violence that 
surrounds street buys always pays distributors in advance, and knows which cops to pay off. 
Suggest that the character might have other ambitions to put into play once the nest egg 
reaches a certain level and it comes time to sell off the client list. 

If you’re setting this sequence in a state with legal or quasi-legal marijuana, the player can 
instead elect to cast the character as the owner of a weed dispensary. 

Other characters have drifted only a little from their post-Castaigne selves, to reflect a 
contemporary vibe. In this reality, Aftermath’s journalist is a technical writer. The waiter is a 
barista; the photographer, a graphic designer. The doctor has come down a peg, and is now an 
Assistant Medical Examiner.  

The security guard is still a security guard, perhaps with big dreams of becoming a private 
detective. 
 
 

Aftermath This is normal now 
Suicide Machine Technician Dealer 

Journalist Technical Writer 

Marketing Coordinator Marketing Coordinator 

Waiter Barista 

Doctor Assistant Medical Examiner 

Photographer Graphic Designer 

Security Guard Security Guard 

 
When playing This is Normal Now as a standalone, ask players to assign names and quick 

backgrounds to the characters suggested by the kits. To skip the kits and their character 
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concepts, go around the room letting each player choose one investigative ability from the 
master list until all are spoken for. Instruct each to take at least one interpersonal ability. 

Kits 
Kits for this final sequence are:  

Hipster Drug Dealer / Weed Dispensary Owner 
Investigative Abilities 
Bullshit Detector 
Streetwise 
Law 
Technology 

Technical Writer 
Investigative Abilities 
Computer Use 
Humanities 
Reassurance 
Research 

Marketing Coordinator 
Investigative Abilities 
Accounting 
Bureaucracy 
Psychology 
Negotiation 

Barista 
Investigative Abilities 
Connections 
Intuition 
Occultism 
Trivia 

Assistant Medical Examiner 
Investigative Abilities 
Forensics 
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Inspiration 
Medicine  
Science 

Photographer 
Investigative Abilities 
Architecture 
Art History 
Flattery 
Photography 

Security Guard 
Investigative Abilities 
Cop Talk 
Electronic Surveillance 
Investigative Procedure 
Intimidation 

Familiar Face 
Ask the players in turn to: 
1. choose a GMC from Aftermath 
2. specify who that person is in this version of the timeline 
3. characterize the important role that GMC plays in the PC’s life  

• The rival politician who frustrated the group’s agenda might now be a character’s 
father-in -law. 

• The woman they saved from a lawn man in Aftermath is now a character’s new 
girlfriend. 

• The sweaty scientist who helped to grow vat creatures is now a troublemaking co-
worker. 

• The corrupt cop is now a silent partner in the Dispensary Owner’s business. 
• The gun-toting orphan is now a character’s foster kid. 

 
 
Guide the players to make choices that make sense within the bounds of a long-divergent 

timeline. Characters who don’t have a blood relationship in The Wars can’t suddenly have one 
here. 

An alien assassin the ex-partisans fought in the previous sequence can’t now appear as the 
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mother of one of the Normal PCs. Not even a fork in history that started in 1895 could account 
for a person being a human in this timeline and a Carcosan in the other. 

However, you could always adjust the player’s idea to make it work. It isn’t really the 
character’s mother, but a supernaturally disguised Carcosan who has posed as her biological 
parent since she was born. In a case like this, you might make this decision without tipping off 
the player, making it a surprise to player and character alike when you later reveal it. 
 

To get the full Kickstarter preview of the Yellow King Roleplaying Game, 
become a backer at http://kck.st/2sX4HkA 
 

http://kck.st/2sX4HkA
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