Touch of Obsidian

A One-Round All-Ranks Adventure for Heroes of Rokugan (Champions of the Sapphire Throne)

by Rob Hobart

Miya Shikan has heard rumors of a prophet whose words spell doom for the Empire and sends samurai in search of answers, but they may learn more than they can endure.

Adventure Summary and Background

Kuni Aya is a visionary, a young woman cursed to see the future.  For over two years now she has been wracked with visions of a terrible fate lying in the future of the Empire, a fate which may well be the doom of Rokugan. These visions have burdened both her body and soul, driving her to the brink of death.

Most recently, Aya has been assailed with visions of a mysterious being of obsidian, a dark avatar stalking the Empire.  As her frail body drifts toward death, she prays for a few destined heroes who may be able to over come the terrible future she has foreseen.   The PCs may be those heroes… or they may accelerate the very doom she has foreseen.

The source of Aya’s latest terrible prophecy is the Avatar of Obsidian.  Two years ago, the Obsidian Dragon attempted to create an Avatar which could spread its dark influence within the Empire (as depicted in the adventure “Compassion”).  That initial attempt was thwarted, but a year later, on the day that the Emperor’s daughter married the Daidoji family daimyo, the Obsidian Dragon found another host – a far more powerful one.  Now it is using that host to spread its power of sin and selfishness across the Empire.  If the PCs heed the words of Kuni Aya, they will have an opportunity to confront this terrifying celestial being – an opportunity which may mark them as destined to save the Empire, or destined to embrace the corruption which is dragging Rokugan down into ruin.

A Note on Chronology: This adventure takes place in late summer of 1502 IC, about a month after the adventure “Cursed Gift” and shortly after the Battle Interactive “Siege of Shiro Usagi.”  

Introduction

This scenario begins in Kyuden Miya, where the PCs have been summoned by the orders of the Imperial Herald.  This may come as a surprise to PCs who have Miya Shikan as a Sworn Enemy, but the summons of such a high-ranking Imperial figure cannot be refused.

· Ronin PCs have received notice that a paying job may be available if they answer the Herald’s call.

Kyuden Miya is a modest castle, hardly a military structure at all.  In truth, it looks rather like a two-story samurai residence whose outer walls happen to be stone instead of wood and paper.  Peasants are happily at work in the fields of the nearby village, and you have passed several other prosperous settlements on your way here.  Whatever may be happening elsewhere in the Empire, clearly the lands of the Miya are doing well.  

A polite servant leads you into the Miya palace.  The interior is decorated in a serene, understated manner, with walls of perfect white paper and modest artworks in the corners.  Silent courtiers kneel in the rooms you pass, writing reports and conversing in low tones.  The servant takes you to large inner room, one wall of which has been slid open to reveal an interior garden.  The pleasant chuckle of water from a fountain is joined with the rhythmic tok of a deer-stalker water clock.  The room appears to be an office, with a writing desk and several scroll-shelves along the wall.  A shelf on the wall opposite from the garden holds several pieces of art, including a pair of beautiful ikebana and a magnificently sculpted bust of a handsome long-haired young man.

Seated behind the writing table is Miya Reisei, a woman in her early twenties.  Reisei is a Miya Herald, dressed in a simple kimono in the family’s colors of brown and black, and wears her hair in a short, practical cut.  She is not unattractive, but is no great beauty, and has the slightly weathered look of someone who has done much traveling.  

“Welcome, honorable samurai,” Reisei says in a soft, serene voice.  “You have been privileged to assist the office of the Imperial Herald.  This is a matter of considerable importance to the Empire.  I trust you will be able to fulfill this task?”  

Assuming the PCs answer positively, Reisei will explain the situation further.  “Recently, my lord Miya Shikan-sama, the Imperial Herald, has heard reports of a young woman of the Crab Clan, Kuni Aya, who seems to possess the gift of prophecy.  Indeed, lord Shikan-sama briefly encountered her at the Go tournament last month in Kyuden Otomo, though unfortunately his duties there prevented him from speaking with her at any length.  Since that time, however, he has heard several other reports of her visions and prophecies, and he believes her to be a genuine prophet, perhaps the first true prophet to grace the Empire since the days of the Four Winds.  Miya Shikan-sama believes this woman is a precious asset to the Empire, one who must be placed under the protection of the Imperial Herald.  Accordingly, at his orders I have tasked you to find this woman, protect her, and bring her back to Kyuden Miya, where she can be sheltered, protected, and honored as she deserves.”

Having delivered this order, Reisei will supply additional information according to what questions or comments the PCs offer:  

· Where is Aya?  “That is indeed the question, samurai-sans.  As we understand it, she is not in Crab lands, but rather is traveling in the company of her grandfather, Kuni Otango, a Go player of some note.  He may be the best way to locate her.  I believe there is an upcoming Go tournament in Dragon lands – perhaps you can find them at that event.”  

· Why is Shikan entrusting this to us?  Reisei will most likely answer with mention of the PCs’ past accomplishments – this is a Mid-Rank adventure, so all of the PCs should have a substantial record of achievement.  However, some of the PCs may be well be asking this because they have substantial Bad Reputations or, even worse, have Miya Shikan as a Sworn Enemy.  In this case Reisei will answer as follows: “Miya Shikan-sama is a man of generous spirit, and I seek to emulate him in this as in all things.  Those who have erred should be allowed the chance to redeem their honor and restore their reputations.  Do you not agree?”  

· If the PCs seek more information about the nature of Aya’s prophecies (quite likely unless they were lucky enough to overhear one of her prophecies in the adventure “Winter Court: Shiro Hanagensai” or the Interactive “Retirement”), Reisei explains as follows: “While I have not been fortunate enough to witness one of Aya’s prophecies first-hand, I have spoken with several samurai who witnessed them. She speaks of a terrible threat of war, chaos, and death which may lie in the future of Rokugan.  If we know the details of this prophecy, we may be able to avert such a terrible future.”  

· If any PCs suggest it is unwise to try to obstruct or change prophecies, Reisei will frown thoughtfully.  “There is some wisdom in what you say, samurai-san.  Nevertheless, if we have the opportunity to avoid some terrible evil threatening the Empire, is it not our duty as samurai to try?  I cannot see any other possible choice, given our duty to protect Rokugan and its people.”   

· If any of the PCs are ronin, Reisei will mention in passing that they will be appropriately compensated for their efforts.  If they ask for details, she explains: “Once the lady Aya is returned here safely, you will be compensated as generously as you might desire.”

· If any of the PCs are Sapphire Magistrates, Reisei will specifically appoint them to be in charge of this mission, irrespective of the Status of other PCs who are present.  “This is a mission which is potentially vital to the future peace and prosperity of the Empire.  As such, it is your responsibility to see it through to a successful conclusion.”

· Any PC who attempts to get a “read” on Miya Resiei’s motivations and beliefs can roll Awareness/Investigation (Interrogation) at TN 25 to be able to tell that she is an intensely loyal follower of Miya Shikan who believes she and her lord are doing what is best for the Empire.  

Once the conversation is over, Reisei will supply the PCs with travel papers authorizing them to go anywhere in the Empire, in the name of the Imperial Herald.  She wishes them good fortune and politely dismisses them.

Part One: To the Dragon Lands

Based on Miya Reisei’s information, the PCs should know that Aya is in the care of her grandfather, Kuni Otango.  If they did not think of asking Reisei for this information, and do not remember the information themselves from previous adventures, they can roll Intelligence/Lore: Heraldry at TN 20 or Intelligence/Games: Go at TN 30 to know about Kuni Otango and his current activity as a Go player.  

If the PCs did not ask Reisei about the next Go tournament, they can roll Intelligence/Courtier at TN 20 to know that the next major Go tournament is in Shiro Kitsuki in about three weeks.  Any PC who has at least two Ranks in the skill Games: Go will also know this.  

The Journey

Traveling from Kyuden Miya to Shiro Kitsuki will take about two weeks.  The PCs will have to traverse the Seikitsu Pass north through the Spine of the World Mountains, then take either a boat on the Drowned Merchant River or traverse the new Great Trade Road to reach Kyuden Tonbo.  

The seat of the Tonbo family, once the Dragonfly Clan, remains the “gatehouse” of the Dragon lands, and all visitors must stop there and await word on whether they will be permitted to travel further into the remote and isolated mountains which form the heart of Dragon territory.  The ancient spire of Kyuden Tonbo, which more resembles a tall, narrow pillar than a conventional Rokugani castle, is surrounded by acres of heavy modern fortifications, built since the War of Bleeding Flowers.  Tonbo-family bushi are visible everywhere, drilling and practicing for war.  Lion PCs will be treated with cold politeness in this place, and are the subject of belligerent stares from the many Tonbo family bushi.

The PCs will have to wait here for several days while the Tonbo determine whether they will be allowed to proceed to Shiro Kitsuki.  In the meantime, they will run afoul of Tonbo Kimasu, a taisa (captain) in the local garrison.  Kimasu is a lean, wiry man with deep-set eyes and a searching, focused gaze.  He is a rabid anti-Lion and anti-Crab partisan, eagerly training his soldiers for the larger war which he expects in the following year.  He believes war with the Lion-Crab alliance is a certainty and already regards Lion and Crab samurai as his enemies.  

If the PCs spend time looking around Kyuden Tonbo, or working out in the castle dojos, they will inevitably encounter Tonbo Kimasu.  He will normally be a calm and polite samurai who is not especially memorable.  However, if any of the PCs are Lion or Crab, he will make a point of treating them as enemies, according them only the bare minimum of courtesy and taking every opportunity to criticize their Clan, its leadership, and its history.  As a Taisa (Status 3.5) he will be somewhat wary of insulting those of higher station, but will not hesitate to insult those of equal or lower position.  

· It should be noted that Kimasu will not directly insult the PCs (since this would be a breach of courtesy) – rather, he will continually criticize their Clan’s behavior, policies, beliefs, and interpretations of Bushido.  This will allow him to harass them without technically violating their status as guests.  

· If the PCs retaliate to Kimasu’s attacks by personally insulting them, he will smile coldly as he points out they have breached courtesy.  “I demand satisfaction, samurai-san.  Or is your Clan so devoid of Honor that you are unwilling to defend your insult with your life?” 

Dining with Dragonflies

The PCs eat dinner each evening in Kyuden Tonbo’s main hall, along with several other samurai who are waiting for permission to visit the Dragon lands.  

The Tonbo daimyo will not dine with these minor guests, but one of his hatamoto, Tonbo Susumu, will act as host.  Susumu is a soft-spoken older man with long gray mustachios, and speaks in a soft, contemplative manner.

Several other Tonbo samurai at the castle will also be present, among them, naturally, Tonbo Kimasu.  Kimasu will take these opportunities to continue his efforts to antagonize any PCs from the Lion or Crab Clans.  Typical comments could be: “It is a great pity that the rules of courtesy and honor require us to protect all of our guests, regardless of whether their Clans have taught them to be truly worthy of such protection,” or, “I believe the Lion Clan has shown its true respect for Bushido by allying with the Beast.”  Again, he will not openly breach the rules of hospitality by directly insulting the PCs or by instigating violence, but he will push his negative view of these Clans relentlessly, and will welcome any challenge from the PCs.  

The other samurai guests include the following individuals:

· Asako Kato, an older man with thinning hair, lean and weathered, who wears a shugenja’s scroll-satchel at his hip and carries a well-used walking stick.  Kato is an Inquisitor and a dedicated enemy of the Bloodspeaker Cult, and given the chance he will recount his various investigations and accomplishments.  He is here to request Dragon assistance in pursuing cross-border investigations into possible maho activities.  Some PCs may have met him in the adventure “Treacherous Terrain” and he will react to them according to how they performed in that adventure.

· Bayushi Shota, a courtier who is seeking an audience with the Mirumoto.  He is a charming, smiling man with a neatly-trimmed beard, and wears a colorful mask in the shape of a smiling fox spirit.  Shota will chat in a friendly manner with anyone who is not a Crab (to whom he will be remote and briefly, minimally polite), and will show a particular friendship toward any Minor Clan PCs.     
· Yoritomo Chumei, a handsome young man from the Mantis Isles with a roguish smile.  Chumei has been cooling his heels here for over a month while he waits to discuss trade matters with the Mirumoto.  He is a skilled womanizer and is currently carrying on dalliances with several ladies in the Tonbo court, skillfully playing their affections and jealousies to his own advantage.  If any of the PCs are attractive females, he will not hesitate to include them in his games – he does not particularly worry as to whether they are married or not, so long as matters can be kept discreet.    
· Doji Yuki.  This young Doji maiden would be truly beautiful except for the fact that she suffers from a mild albinism, giving her very pale skin, naturally white hair, and a faint reddish tinge to her eyes.  She prefers to keep indoors or stay in the shade, and always carries a parasol, as she easily burns.  She is a gentle and kindly soul, but also somewhat spoiled, and her long wait in Kyuden Tonbo has made her a bit cranky and easily upset.  She has several maidservants who are kept busy attending to her plaintive demands.  PCs may have met her in the adventure “Compassion.” 

Gossip and Talk

Since the PCs will be here for several days, they will have plenty of opportunities to pick up on the latest news and political talk.  The GM should feel free to use the available NPCs to share the following tidbits of information with the PCs:

· Rumors are filtering out to the Empire of a major battle at Shiro Usagi.  If the PCs have already participated in the “Siege at Shiro Usagi” Battle Interactive, they will be able to share news of the battle, which will be met with much interest by everyone at Kyuden Tonbo.

· News has just arrived that the Otomo family daimyo has been betrothed to the youngest daughter of Moto Temujin, the Khan of the Unicorn Clan.  Since the Otomo daimyo is a recluse of rumored ill health, and the Khan’s daughter is barely six years old, this is a purely symbolic match.  Nevertheless, all the courtiers recognize it as a political victory for the new Chancellor, Otomo Kazuma.  

Challenging Kimasu?

If a Lion or Crab PC takes offense at his behavior, he will readily offer to arrange a duel.  “I am sure we can arrange permission for a duel, samurai, if you wish to defend your… honor.”  He will not accept a lesser contest such as a duel to first blood, and is too honorable to fight an unauthorized duel.   

· If some other PC takes offense at Kimasu’s behavior and criticizes or challenges him, he will politely suggest this is not their business.  “I have no quarrel with you, samurai-san.”

· If such a PC insists on making an issue out of Kimasu’s behavior, he will grimly accept their challenge.  “I do not know why you would wish to place your own life in the defense of those who lack Honor, but you leave me no choice, samurai-san.  I shall request that my daimyo approve the match.”

Regardless, if the PC accepts a duel, they will need to await permission from higher authority.  Tonbo Kimasu will promise to seek his lord’s permission and send word to the PC’s daimyo.  (In the unlikely event that the PC involved is a ronin, Kimasu will still insist on getting permission from his own lord.  “I will not allow myself to be dishonored by fighting an unauthorized duel, even with a wave-man.”)  

Proceeding On

After six days, word arrives from the Dragon lands that the PCs have been given permission to attend the Go Tournament at Shiro Kitsuki.  Tonbo Susumu will deliver this news with a pleasant smile, apologizing for the amount of time the PCs had to wait, and wishing them good fortune on their quest.

Part Two: Shiro Kitsuki

From Kyuden Tonbo, the PCs head north through the lightly forested lands of the Tonbo family, then up into the foothills of the Dragon mountains.  The route to Shiro Kitsuki is not marked, but the PCs find it easily enough – they are authorized visitors, and the Dragons lands do not obstruct them as they might an intruder.  Somehow the PCs are able to find the road without any difficulty, however, and at the end of four days of travel they sight the towers of Shiro Kitsuki.

The stronghold of the Kitsuki family is a trio of high castles, connected to each other by an encircling fortified wall.  The Dragon mountains, their highest peaks snow-capped even during high summer, frame the castle and emphasize its bright yellow-green tiled roofs and sheer, smooth walls.  Dozens of windows line those walls, looking down on approaching visitors like curious eyes.   

After the PCs present their chops to the guards at the castle gates, a pair of servants escort them inside to guest quarters on one of the castle’s upper levels.  Once they have bathed and changed, the PCs will be free to visit the Go Tournament, which is already well underway when they arrive.  

If the PCs inquire about Kuni Otango, both the guards and the servants can confirm that he is in attendance.  If they ask about Kuni Aya, the guards know nothing, but the servants can report that she is staying in her room.  A sympathetic PC (someone who actually treats servants with kindness) can get them to mention that “the poor girl has been terribly sick these last few days.”       

The Go Tournament

In the main hall of Shiro Kitsuki, sixteen Go boards have been placed in a long row, with competitors seated on either side.  The rest of the courtiers watch from the balcony above the main hall, which affords an excellent view of the games.  Soft comments on the games are murmured behind fans, and exceptionally clever moves bring a soft ripple of conversation throughout the room, almost too low to notice.  

· PCs who roll Awareness/Courtier at TN 20 will sense an aura of subdued sadness at this event.  It seems that the revered Go grandmaster, 10-Dan Kakita Fujimura, died at a major Go tournament in Kyuden Otomo last month.  Many of the contestants here are wearing white armbands in honor of him.

Kuni Otango is seated at one end of the row of boards.  He is an older man in his late fifties, with a long graying beard and a balding head.  He has a walking stick of polished black wood on the floor next to him, and speaks in a low, gravelly voice.  If the PCs observe his game, they can roll Perception/Games: Go at TN 15 to tell that he is playing poorly, or Awareness/Investigation at TN 20 to be able to tell that he is distracted.  If they speak with the observing courtiers, they will mention, “Otango-san has not been playing to his full potential here.  I have heard his grand-daughter is ill.”

It is considered extremely poor form to interrupt a Go match – if any of the PCs choose to do so, they lose 3 points of Glory and, if their Honor is 2.0 or higher, 1 point of Honor.  If the PCs wait for the end of the day, Otango will eventually concede defeat in his match.  He hurries away from the hall, clearly anxious and distracted, but the PCs can intercept him easily enough.

Either way, once the PCs speak with Otango about their mission, he looks dour and depressed.  “I fear my grand-daughter is dying.  Her visions have afflicted her again, and they wrack her body like torture.  They are more than her Earth can withstand.  She has never been a strong or healthy girl.”  He is clearly heartbroken about what is happening, and will be very reluctant to let the PCs visit Aya.  However, if they cite their authority as agents of the Imperial Herald, he will reluctantly agree to let them see her.  

· If the PCs do not mention their authority, they will need to roll Awareness/Etiquette (Sincerity) at TN 25 to convince him to let them speak with his previous grand-daughter.  

· If shugenja PCs volunteer their services to try to help Aya, Otango smiles sadly.  “I have already taken her to see many wise shugenja, including the daimyo of our family.  I am thankful for your compassion, but I fear there is nothing you can do which others have not already tried.”  If the PCs persist in offering their help, Otango will agree – he has nothing to lose, after all.  

Visiting Kuni Aya

Kuni Aya is staying in a private room on the upper levels of the castle, with windows that offer a fine view of the Dragon mountains.  Aya lies on a futon near the window; a serving maid sits next to her, fanning her gently – despite the open windows, which allow a cool mountain breeze to pass through the room, Aya is burning with fever.  She is a pale, thin young woman whose long hair is pooled on the futon around her.  She is bathed in fever-sweat and tosses back and forth restlessly.  Her eyes are open but unseeing, and her breathing is quick and gasping.  

Kuni Otango kneels and carefully takes one of her thin, pallid hands in his own gnarled grasp.  “Aya-chan?  Aya-chan?  These samurai wish to speak to you.  It is important, Aya-chan.”  Her eyelids flutter and she moans softly, then slowly struggles to sit up, with her grandfather and the serving maid helping her.

The moment any of the PCs approach Aya, she suddenly reaches out and grabs the wrist of a random PC.  Her grip is hysterically, unnaturally strong.  Her eyes turn blank and white, and a deep, echoing voice emerges from her mouth: 

“The Empire is consumed by sin, and even the heir of the Kami has been devoured.  He has become the avatar of the Three, the living servant of the Moon.  All the Empire heeds his call, and the great hunter walks in his shadow, consumed by ambition, bringing forth a world of slaughter and destruction.  It can be stopped, it must be stopped if Rokugan is to live.  Our future hangs by a silken thread.  You are the ones, you must face the Black Avatar, the Voice of the Three Sins.  The future will be shaped by you.  You must go, now, to the place of the three sisters.  You must face the Black Avatar, face your sins.  There is no other choice.”  

As she finishes this final prophecy, Aya’s entire body shudders and convulses, and a thin spray of blood gusts out past clenched teeth.  Otango cries, “Aya-chan!” and catches her body as it suddenly sags and collapses, lifeless.  Kuni Aya is dead.  

What Now?

The PCs are in an interesting position at this point.  Their mission is essentially a failure – they cannot bring Kuni Aya back to the Imperial Herald, since she is dead.  On the other hand, Aya herself has now charged the PCs with being the agents of a vital prophecy.  

· A PC who rolls Intelligence/Divination at TN 25 will believe the prophecy is genuine and they have been marked as persons important to the destiny of the Empire.  

· The PCs can also attempt to interpret specific images and words in the prophecy by rolling Intelligence/Theology at TN 25.  A success will suggest two things: that the “avatar of the Three” or “Black Avatar” is symbolic of the Three Sins, and that the “place of the three sisters” suggests the semi-mythical Shrine of the Three Sisters, supposedly located in the Great Wall of the North Mountains.  If the PC made TN 30 or better, s/he also realizes this “Black Avatar” could somehow represent or be associated with the Obsidian Dragon, the Moon.  The identity of “the hunter” cannot be determined.    

If none of the PCs are able to make the skill rolls to recognize the Shrine of the Three Sisters from the words of the prophecy, they can ask the local Dragon for help interpreting the vision.  Any of the more knowledgeable Dragon samurai here can point out that “the place of the three sisters” suggests the legendary shrine in the Great Wall of the North Mountains.

If the PCs ask Kuni Otango for advice, they will find he is too grief-stricken to think clearly about Aya’s last words, let alone interpret it.  He will angrily tell the PCs, “Speak to one of these accursed Dragon, they are lovers of puzzles and omens.  Leave me be!”  Compassionate PCs will overlook his breach of etiquette – if they insist on taking offense, he will rise to his feet and confront them, his eyes wild and his hair a tousled mess.  “Challenge and kill me then, samurai!  I have lived too long, to see the death of my beloved grandchild.  End my life that I might return to the Celestial Wheel, and be reborn to a life less bitter than this one!”

If the PCs want more information on the Shrine of the Three Sisters, they can roll Intelligence/Lore: History at TN 25 or Intelligence/Theology at TN 35 to know that the shrine is supposedly watched over by three ageless women who have tended it since the dawn of the Empire. According to legend, the sisters can answer any question truthfully, but ruin befalls all those who ask.  Legends also claim that Hitomi came to the Shrine in the 11th Century to challenge Onnatongu, the first Moon, to single combat.  There are no reports of anyone visiting the Shrine within the last century, and more worldly scholars sometimes question whether it actually exists.

Returning to Kyuden Miya?

Some of the PCs may feel that their duty requires them to return to Kyuden Miya and report their failure to retrieve Kuni Aya.  This is a legitimate choice, and there is no time-pressure for the PCs to pursue the prophecy’s demand for them to find the Avatar of Obsidian.  See “Speaking With the Miya” under “Conclusions” for details of what will happen when the PCs report back on their efforts.

Some of the PCs may decide that they have no business pursuing Aya’s prophecy.  Having reported to the Miya, they can (if they wish) simply leave the adventure and resume their normal lives as samurai serving their lords.  They should be awarded 2 XP (anyone willing to forego the rest of the adventure for in-character reasons is clearly role-playing well).  

Part Three: To the Shrine of the Three Sisters

From Shiro Kitsuki, the most direct route to the Shrine is to pass through Dragon lands to the trade city of Heibeisu, then cross the Dragon Heart Plain north to the Great Wall of the North Mountains, there to seek out the supposed “climb of the Moon” that leads to the Shrine of the Three Sisters.  If one or more of the PCs are Magistrates (Jade, Emerald, or Sapphire), this will be no difficulty, since they can write their own travel papers.  

However, if none of the PCs are Magistrates, they will have no travel papers to allow them to continue through Dragon lands.  They will have to retrace their steps back out of the mountains, through Kyuden Tonbo, and then set out across the unaligned Dragon Heart Plains to the Great Wall of the North.  If any of the PCs have earned a possible duel with Tonbo Kimasu earlier in the adventure, he will have gained permission for the duel while they were gone, and they will have to deal with this immediately.  Either way, the PCs’ journey will be otherwise uneventful until they reach the Dragon Heart Plains.   

The Dragon Heart Plains are a wide-open land, mostly consisting of lightly rolling grasslands interrupted with occasional small patches of trees.  The PCs see almost no sign of human habitation.  This is a wilderness area, so the PCs will be camping outdoors and boiling their rice over campfires.  It can be assumed the PCs are intelligent enough to supply themselves with food for the trip, given that they are heading into unclaimed territory, but they will not have tents or other gear and shelter unless they specifically arrange for it or have it in their traveling packs.   

PCs who have previously played the adventure “Cursed Gift” may be aware that a bandit gang, composed of peasants who fled the failed uprising in Lion lands to the south, is currently lurking in the Dragon Heart Plains.  Regardless of whether they know or not, the GM should allow the PCs each day to roll Perception/Hunting (Tracking) at TN 25 to detect signs that a group of about fifty to eighty men has been moving through this area in recent weeks.  However, the tracks are all at least a week old. 

If the PCs take the route through the trade city of Heibeisu, they only be on the Dragon Heart Plains for two days before they reach the mountains.  If they were forced to retrace their steps to Kyuden Tonbo, they must spend seven days on the Dragon Heart Plains.  Either way, they will not encounter the bandits, and their journey will pass uneventfully aside from their encounter with Guro (see below).

Meeting Guro

The night before the PCs reach the base of the Great Wall of the North, as the PCs make camp, they notice a curling line of smoke rising up from behind the low foothills a mile or so to their north.  After dark, the faint light of a campfire will be visible, and the faint tom-tom sound of a drum drifts in the air.  If the PCs decide to leave this odd spectacle alone, nothing will happen, and the drum noises will fade away after about an hour.  If the PCs investigate, they discover Guro the Monk:

A fire is blazing in a small hollow, sheltered by scrub brush.  Seated cross-legged by the fire is an old man in the tan-brown robes of the Brotherhood of Shinsei.  Even by the flickering yellow-orange light of the fire, he looks pale and unhealthy, and you can see that his right arm ends in a bandaged stump.  With his left hand he beats out a brisk simple theme on a small drum, while he watches a kettle and teapot bubbling over the fire.   

This man is Guro, a former Crab bushi who suffers from the Taint.  The wound on his right wrist cannot heal, and he must drink Jade Petal Tea daily.  He is a man worn down by his bitter fate, and is undertaking a quest to the Shrine of the Three Sisters in a last attempt to find some way of overcoming his Taint before it devours him.  Some PCs may have met him in the adventure “Test of Purity,” where he tried but failed to enter the Shrine of Shinsei, and he will treat them according to how they related to him there.  Otherwise, he will be polite and soft-spoken, giving the impression of a man who is pious but also miserable and exhausted by the trials of his life. 

PCs who are uncertain of Guro’s motivations can roll Perception/Investigation (Interrogation) against a TN of 25 to try to get a read on him.  A successful roll will tell the PCs that Guro is truthful and genuinely devout, but is fighting against despair due to his deteriorating condition.  

Guro will be happy to speak with the PCs, and readily explains the purpose of his quest if they ask.  He can share the following additional information with the PCs if they ask appropriate questions:

· He is seeking the Shrine of the Three Sisters in the hope that the legendary oracular sisters can show him a way to purge his Taint.  Although he is doing his best to contain the Taint with meditation and Jade Petal Tea, he senses it deepening its grip on his body and soul, and fears that if he does not find a way to purge it, it will devour him and condemn his soul to Jigoku.  

· Guro has encountered the bandits who are lurking on the Dragon Heart Plains, but they did not harm him, recognizing him as a holy man.  He is sympathetic to the bandits, and will explain his views to the PCs if they ask: “These are not men driven by greed or power-lust.  They were starving and desperate, driven beyond hope by the drought and famine which afflicted their lands.  In better times they would have been loyal and obedient peasants their whole lives.  Now they are trapped in this wilderness, struggling to stay alive, unable to ever return to their homes or families.  I do not condoned their rebellion, but nevertheless, I can feel compassion for their fate.”  If the PCs disagree, he will discuss the matter with them respectfully, but does not back down from his views.

Guro will travel with the PCs if they offer him the chance.  If they do not invite him, he will proceed on his own – he is too old and fate-beaten to take offense at minor insults.  

The Great Wall of the North

The mountains of the Great Wall of the North rise up before you like a sheer, jagged wall, the lower slopes covered with dense evergreen trees, the upper peaks bare rock, snow-caps visible on the highest peaks.  There is no sign of any sort of path or trail, and the mountains frown down on you like the walls of a hostile castle.  

Initially, there is no trail of any kind, and the PCs will have to work their way up the forested lower slopes and hope for the best.  This will take the better part of the day, the PCs trudging upward through dense trees, often more climbing than hiking, pulling themselves up from one tree to the next.  If Guro is with the PCs, he will clearly be strained by the effort of making his way up this slope.  If the PCs did not accompany him, they will see him in the distance as they approach the mountains, trying to locate the shrine on his own.  

By evening, the PCs will reach the point where the slope transitions to actual mountain-side, rocky crags, sheer cliffs, and occasional patches of scrub trees.   Allow the PCs to make a Perception/Hunting roll at TN 20.  With a success, they find a small stone shrine tucked into a crease in the rocks.  

· The shrine is clearly ancient and weather-worn, with pine needles, dead leaves, and other detritus piled around it.  It has clearly not been visited in many years.  A roll of Intelligence/Theology at TN 20 will suggest that it is dedicated to the spirits of the mountains.  

· If any PC prays at the shrine and makes some effort to clean it up and fix it, the mountain spirits will show that PC favor, and s/he will receive a Free Raise for the remainder of the adventure on any rolls that involve climbing, navigating, or surviving in the mountains.

Finding the Path

The PCs will need to spend the night at the base of the cliffs.  There are plenty of fallen branches, brush, and other materials to light a fire, and if the PCs are looking for fresh food, an Awareness/Hunting (Survival) roll at TN 20 can find some acceptable game – fowl or, for Unicorn, mountain goats.  

If the PCs are trying to find the “climb of the Moon” at this point, they can roll Perception/Meditation at TN 25 to sense that the path to the Shrine lies somewhere above them on the mountain.  Otherwise, they will simply have to climb the mountains and look for paths as best they can.

Mountain-Climbing: PCs who are climbing on their own, without roping together, will need to roll Strength/Athletics (Climbing) at TN 20 to traverse the first day without incident.  The following conditions and modifications apply:

· If one or more of the PCs rope themselves together, they can choose to make a Cooperative roll, relying on one “primary” PC to make the roll while the others may roll at TN 15 to grant him Free Raises (at the rate of one Free Raise per success).  

· If the PCs are roped together but choose not to make a Cooperative roll, each PC must still roll individually at TN 20, although the consequences of failure will be less automatically devastating (see below for details).

· Any PC who has climbing gear (grapple hook, climbing claws, etc) in his/her outfit gains a Free Raise on the Athletics (Climbing) roll.

· Using Magic: A shugenja PC who uses a spell such as Hands of Clay or Call Upon the Wind to assist with climbing the mountain will gain (or award, if casting on someone else) a Free Raise on the Athletics roll for each such spell which is successfully cast.  (Since the duration of most spells is limited, they do not automatically assure success – the PCs will be climbing throughout the day and the spells will simply make it easier to navigate the most difficult spots.)

Falling? If a PC fails the Athletics roll, that PC slips and is in danger of falling.  The PC may make a Raw Reflexes roll at TN 20 to catch himself in time.  

If one or more of the PCs are roped together, the slipping PC gets a Free Raise on the Reflexes roll to hang on, and will not automatically fall if that roll fails – but his weight will threaten to pull the other PCs loose as well.  All the other PCs who are tied to him must roll Raw Strength at a TN of 15 +5 for each PC who has slipped to avoid being pulled off the cliff.  (So long as at least one PC succeeds, the group does not fall.)    

Desperate Heroics: If one or more PCs does start to fall, there are a number of ways in which disaster may be averted.  If only one PC is falling, another PC may attempt to grab and hold him.  This will require Reflexes/Jiujutsu at TN 20 to grab the falling PC, followed by a Raw Strength roll at TN 25 to hold on.  

A PC (falling or otherwise) who has a rope, grappling hook, manriki-kusari, or other such item could attempt to fling it out and catch a falling PC, or to snag a rock outcropping, tree-trunk, or other such target if the PC is falling.  This would generally require either an Agility/Athletics roll or an appropriate Agility/Weapon skill roll at TN 25.  If a PC is throwing a rope to catch a falling PC, this might also require a Raw Strength roll at TN 25 to avoid being yanked off the mountain-side by the weight.

Shugenja PCs might be able to use a spell to avert disaster if the spell can be cast in one round.  The spell will have to be an Innate Ability unless the PC took the precaution of carrying a scroll in hand while climbing the mountain (there will not be time to pull out a scroll while falling, or while someone else is falling).  

Consequences of Falling: Any PC who ultimately does fall will plummet a couple of hundred feet onto jagged rocks, then bounces and rolls farther down.  Total damage from the fall is 10k6, and any PC who survives this but takes 20 or more Wounds will suffer one broken limb (arm or leg, randomly chosen) for every full 20 Wounds suffered.  

Climbing with Guro

If Guro the monk accompanies the PCs, he will prove to be a far-sighted man, having brought a set of climbing gear including rope, a grapple hook, and a climbing claw for his good hand.  He will suffer a +5 TN penalty to his climbing roll due to his missing hand, but this will be off-set by his climbing gear.  

If Guro is on his own, he will manage to successfully climb the mountains, although he moves more slowly than the PCs.  They will glimpse him occasionally in the distance, silently struggling his way up the jagged slopes and cliffs.

The Upper Mountains

In order to make it into the upper mountains where the “climb of the Moon” can be found, the PCs will have to successfully climb the mountains for one day.  If one or more PCs fail and fall, but the other PCs keep going, they will be considered successful.  If they go back to help a fallen PC, however, this will effectively negate that day’s climbing and force them to try again the next day.  

At the end of a day’s successful climbing, the PCs have ascended above the tree line, into a region of bare jagged rock, with scrub, grass, and lichen clinging to the small patches of earth between the rocks.  The only visible animal life is a few birds, circling high in the air and uttering faint, mournful cries.  

The PCs will have to find a place to rest during the night. There are no caves here, but a PC who rolls Perception/Hunting (Survival) at TN 20 can locate a sheltered cleft in the mountainside where they can pitch tents, sleep out of the wind, and generally be free from any danger of falling.  If the PCs cannot find this shelter, they will have to camp out on the face of the mountain, a hazardous experience since they cannot pitch a tent and cannot easily sleep without the danger of rolling over and falling off the mountain.  Thus, all the PCs will suffer a +5 TN penalty to all their rolls the next day due to exhaustion and lack of sleep.  PCs can roll Void/Meditation (Fasting) at TN 25 to negate these penalties.    

Finding the Climb 

Once the PCs are in the upper mountains, they can try to find the “climb of the Moon” which leads to the Shrine of the Three Sisters.  Each day they spend searching through the mountains will allow them to make an attempt to locate the Climb.  There are several ways this can be done:  

· A PC who physically searches for the path can roll Perception/Hunting (Trailblazing) at TN 30, or Perception/Investigation (Search) at TN 40, to find the path.

· A PC who instead takes a more spiritual approach can choose to meditate and pray in an attempt to locate the Climb.  This will allow a Void/Meditation roll at TN 30 to sense the location of the Climb.  This will be the approach which Guro will take, whether or not he accompanied the PCs. 

· A shugenja PC can try to Commune with the spirits of the mountain to located the Climb.  This will require Communing with Earth or Air and calling at least five Raises for clarity.  The spell By the Light of the Moon will not find the Climb, since it is not actually concealed, merely difficult to find.  

· A shugenja could potentially also locate the Climb by casting a spell such as Nature’s Touch (?) to speak with the birds who inhabit the mountains.  Each such use of magic to assist the search will award a Free Raise on any other roll or effort to locate the Climb.  

If the PCs fail to locate the Climb, they will have to spend another night on the mountainside, and will again suffer the effects of lack of sleep if they cannot locate a sheltered place to make camp.  Furthermore, on the second and subsequent nights, the weather will turn much colder, with icy winds whistling down from the upper peaks of the mountains.  If the PCs do not find shelter, they will suffer 1k1 damage from frostbite.  

The Avalanche: If the PCs are forced to spend three or more nights on the mountainside, on the third night they will experience an avalanche.  Allow all the PCs a roll of Raw Perception at TN 20 (TN 30 if they are asleep).  Dragon PCs gain a Free Raise on the roll due to their familiarity with the mountains.  With a success, they hear a low, ominous rumble from higher up the mountain, and can take shelter (if nothing else, by pressing themselves against the mountainside).  There will be time (barely) for them to wake up and warn their comrades, if they think of doing so.  PCs who are not warned will hear the sound only seconds before a sheet of snow and loose rocks rolls over them.  

· PCs who take shelter suffer 2k2 damage as they are battered by rocks, ice, and snowballs.

· PCs who fail to take shelter suffer 4k4 damage, and must roll Raw Strength at TN 10 to avoid being swept off the mountainside, plummeting to their doom.

The Climb of the Moon

If the PCs do succeed in locating the Climb, they see the following:

Working your way around a spur of the mountain, you see what appears to be a staircase, but a staircase so ancient and worn that you are uncertain whether it is a human creation or simply an unusual natural rock formation.  It winds up the side of the mountain, barely noticeable as it snakes between rocky outcrops and slants up the face of jagged cliffs.  

The stairs climb upward for over two miles, sometimes shallow and broad, other times steep and narrow, twisting and turning to navigate past the various obstacles created by the mountainscape.  There are no railings, and the steps are uneven and sometimes broken, making the climb slow, difficult, and exhausting.  Each PC must roll Stamina/Athletics at TN 20 to make it to the top of the Climb of the Moon – failure means the PC has run out of energy and must stop to rest for the night.  (Other PCs might be able to restore exhausted comrades with a roll of Intelligence/Medicine at TN 30 or with appropriate magic, such as Rejuvenating Vapors.)  If the PCs end up making camp on the stairs due to exhaustion, the normal restrictions on finding shelter, sleeping, etc., will apply, and the PCs will be struck by an avalanche during the night, as outlined above.

Part Four: Arrival at the Shrine

Regardless of whether the PCs are able to make the climb in one day or two, they will eventually reach the top of the Climb of the Moon.  No matter what time they set out, it is night when they arrive at the top of the Climb, and indeed the Sun never rises so long as they remain there.

Above you, silhouetted against the starry night sky, is what appears to be an ancient torii arch.  It appears to be made of bare wood, cracked and split with age.  As you pass beneath it, you emerge onto a bare, rocky plateau, barely half an acre in area.  Icy wind blows across the field, carrying particles of ice and snow from the cold, white peaks which still tower above you.  Across this stark open place, tucked in against the side of the mountain, is what appears to be a small, single-story shrine, its pagoda roof dark and colorless under the light of the Moon and stars.  Bizarrely, several bare, gnarled, leafless trees crowd around the pagoda, as though standing guard against intrusion.  No sign of life is visible, and the shrine is dark.  

The shrine is clearly an ancient structure, but despite its forbidding aspect and complete lack of decoration, it is physically completely intact.  The wood of its walls, floors, pillars and ceiling is cracked and without paint or lacquer, but is also solid, and no tiles are missing from the roof.  Like many shrines it is open at the front, while the wooden walls to the sides and rear can be slid open or closed as desired (at present they are closed).  There is nothing inside the shrine to suggest who it is dedicated to, and indeed no supplies or resources of any kind – no bell, lanterns, incense sticks, or other paraphernalia of a normal shrine.  

If the PCs examine the trees, they are without leaves, and their branches twine and tangle in an unsettling pattern, made more menacing by the way the icy mountain wind stirs and shakes them.  There is a small pool of icy-cold water, perhaps snowmelt, in the midst of the trees.  A PC who rolls Raw Intelligence at TN 15 realizes they are willow trees, which is quite bizarre since willows traditionally grow in lowlands near water.  A PC who realizes this can roll Intelligence/Lore: History at TN 20 (or Lore: Ghosts, or another suitable specialized Lore skill, at TN 15) to know that willows are often associated with ghostly things and supernatural events.

Spiritual and Magical Effects of the Shrine

If any PCs should decide to meditate in the grove of willow trees, allow those PCs to make a normal Meditation skill roll.  If they succeed, they recover their Void normally but experience a brief, unsettling moment of vertigo.  If they fail the roll, however, they suddenly experience an alarming sensation of being pulled upward through the whirling, circling bare willow branches into the starry sky.  The PC must roll Raw Willpower at TN 20 to keep control and resist the terrifying sensation.  If the PC fails, s/he loses all remaining Void points for the day (if any) and passes out, remaining unconscious for at least eight hours unless revived earlier with Rejuvenating Vapors or similar.    

Any PC who has a Haunted disadvantage or an Ancestor will find their voice is exceptionally loud in this place, and at times the PCs can actually see their ancestors as faintly luminescent outlines.  An ancestor who offers a mechanical benefit or penalty (such as a Free Raise) will be able to do so with more effect here, increasing the effect by one (two Free Raises instead of one, for example, or losing two extra points of Honor instead of one).  

If a shugenja PC casts a spell anywhere in this place, they discover the local spirits are incredibly powerful and difficult to control.  The PC must make at least two Raises for the sole purpose of maintaining control of their spell – otherwise, it runs out of the control as the mighty spirit rebels and creates whatever effect it wants to create, rather than what the PC desires.  The GM should adjudicate this according to the following guidelines:

· Spells which cause damage will also cause “blowback” as the excited spirits spray the magical effect around the area in a wild display of energy, resulting in a modest amount of damage (typically 1k1) to one to four other random people in the area, possibly including the caster.

· Spells which produce a penalty or restraint effect, such as Earth’s Stagnation or Wind-Born Slumbers, may sometimes (1-in-4 chance) work better than intended (GM’s discretion, but possible results could include a longer duration or a one-higher penalty).  If not, there is also a 1-in-4 chance that they will “rebound” and strike a different randomly chosen target, possibly the caster.

· Spells which produce a benign or enhancement effect, such as Sympathetic Energies, Path to Inner Peace, or Call Upon the Wind, likewise have a 1-in-4 chance of working better than intended (again, GM’s discretion but the most likely result is an increase of one in their effect), followed by a 1-in-4 chance of failure, either by doing nothing or by targeting an enemy.  

Anyone who suffers from a Curse (such as Al-Azar’s Curse from “Journey to the Burning Sands”) will find that the curse does not affect them while they are in the Shrine, although it will reassert itself once they leave and head back down the mountains. 

What Does This Mean?  PCs who observe some of these strange events and phenomena can roll Intelligence/Theology or Lore: Spirit Realms at TN 25 to deduce that this place is closely connected to the Celestial Heavens.  

The Strength of the Taint

Tainted PCs who have at least one Rank of Taint, as well as the monk Guro, will suffer a special fate which will be both a threat and an opportunity.  This will manifest itself once they have had a chance to explore the Shrine but before the Three Sisters appear.  

· If the PCs did not allow Guro to accompany them, he will come struggling up the Climb about fifteen or twenty minutes after the PCs arrive.

The spiritual intensity of the Shrine will cause the PCs’ Taint to manifest as a separate being.  This will take the appearance of a dark, viscous smoke pouring out of the Tainted PCs (and Guro) and immediately reforming into exact duplicates of the people in question – duplicates with a sinister air and glittering, unnatural eyes.  Thin tendrils of smoke will connect the duplicates to their originals, as though linking them.  

The duplicates will use the “Taint Avatar” statistics in the back of the module, selected according to the Insight Rank of their “original.”  They will mock and deride their originals, declaring themselves to be the true and ultimate form of that person, and demanding that the PC give in and acknowledge them as master.  (“If you had not accepted me into you in the first place, I would not be here now, so clearly I am the true heart of you!” would be a typical line of verbal attack.)  If the PC fights back physically, they will laugh and attack their originals, sneering, “Soon you will see which of us is the true master!”  

A physical battle between PCs and Taint Avatars will be subject to the following special conditions:

· Due to the tendrils of spiritual matter connecting the PCs to their duplicates, only the “original” and the duplicate can damage each other normally.  Any damage inflicted from an outside source will inflict half damage on each of them, regardless of who it targeted, rather than full damage on one target.  This will be readily apparent the moment it happens, as identical wounds/burns/cuts/etc. appear on both targets.  This includes damage from Taint-specific magic (such as Jade Strike) and jade/crystal weapons.  

· Because the PC and the Taint Avatar are spiritually connected, the PC cannot “escape” from this confrontation.  If a PC moves too far away from his/her Taint Avatar, trying to flee or fight from a distance, the Taint simply dissolves into smoke and reforms next to the PC (this is a Simple Action for the Taint Avatar).     

· The only way for the other PCs to help a PC who is fighting a Taint Avatar will be to produce non-damaging effects which target only one individual.  For example, they can heal or enhance the PC’s abilities with magic, impede the Taint Avatar with a Knockdown or Grapple attack, or target it with non-damaging spells such as Earth’s Stagnation or Wind-Born Slumbers.  

· If the PCs do not keep careful track of which is the real person and which is the duplicate, they will need to roll Raw Intelligence at TN 20 to identify the real person in the chaos of the fight.  

If a Taint Avatar wins its fight (the PC is defeated), the Taint appears to re-enter the PC’s body.  The PC gains a full Rank of additional Taint.  

If the Taint Avatar is physically defeated (reduced to Out or Dead), it explodes in a cloud of dark, foul smoke.  The PC loses two full Ranks of Taint.

Non-Physical Combat: Some PCs may restrain themselves to arguing with their Taint Avatar, trying to convince it (and themselves) that they are pure and it has no hold on them.  They can potentially defeat their Taint in this way, if they role-play well and firmly uphold their position.  The Taint will argue as unfairly as it can, drawing on the PC’s most shameful secrets to prove that s/he is truly meant to be Tainted.  

In order to win this psychological battle, the PC must roll Willpower/Courtier against the Taint Avatar’s roll (given in Appendix #1).  The PC must win three of these Opposed Rolls before s/he loses three of them.  The consequences of victory or defeat are the same as for a physical conflict.  

Guro’s Fate: Guro will lose his battle unless the PCs intervene in a manner which assists him (such as by healing him, performing a Knockdown on his foe, etc).  In the aftermath of the fight he will collapse to the ground, weeping with either despair (if he lost the fight) or relief (if he won).     

Consequences: Regardless of how this fight turns out, the PCs are likely now aware of any of their comrades who may be suffering from the Shadowlands Taint.  Of course, a successful battle against the Taint Avatar may have cleansed them, which can be confirmed with jade, but all the same the suspicion of Taint will remain.  

If a PC is still Tainted at this point, unless all of the PCs agree to keep this secret, s/he will gain a severe Bad Reputation (Tainted) which will result in two Ranks of Infamy.  The PC will also never be allowed to marry.

If the PCs do agree to keep the secret, they all lose 2 points of Honor, but may choose to take Blackmail on the Tainted PC if they wish.  

The Three Sisters Appear

The mysterious sisters will appear within the Shrine itself after the PCs have dealt with the Taint avatars.   They simply slide open one of the side walls and enter the shrine, as though from outside, although none of the PCs will have seen where they came from.  

They appear to be a trio of beautiful Rokugani women, dressed in simple and modest women’s kimonos, and wearing their hair very long down their backs.  Their faces are serene and ageless, although there is a vague sense that one of them is slightly younger and one is slightly older.  Their voices sound very similar but are not exactly identical.  Typically, all three will speak together, in eerie harmony, but at certain times one of them will speak singly, usually when they are saying something of special importance.       

The sisters are very soft-spoken, and behave rather like gentle and retiring Rokugani ladies, kneeling properly and politely asking their guests how they can help them.  “It has been a very long time since we have had visitors,” they observe.  “Please, make yourselves comfortable.”  They will come across as sympathetic and compassionate, asking the PCs whether their journey was difficult, and expressing concern if told that it was.  “It is sadly unavoidable, of course.  We cannot allow just anyone to come here.”  

If the PCs mention the Taint avatars, the sisters all nod, and the eldest speaks.  “Yes, this place is a pure place, connected to the Celestial Heavens.  The power of Jigoku cannot easily hide here.”

· If any of the PCs mention why they are here (Aya’s prophecy), the sisters nod.  “Yes,” they say in unison, “the Avatar will be here soon.  He knows you are here.  You need only wait a short time.”

· If a PC asks the sisters their names, they smile.  “Our names are not important.  But if you need something to call us,” they go on to answer individually, starting with the one who appears the oldest, “you can name me Choujo, Midoru, Sueko.”

Asking a Question?

PCs who learned the nature of the Shrine of the Three Sisters, or who suspect these beings to possess Celestial wisdom, may decide to ask the sisters a significant question or seek their advice about something.  If any PC does so, the three ladies all go very still.  Then one of them will look directly into the PC’s eyes.  “We speak only truth, samurai, and the truth can be a curse. The strength of mortals is their ability to change destiny, but they can only do this because they do not know their destiny.  Think carefully on whether you truly wish to know what you have asked.”   

If the PC decides to go ahead and ask the question, a strange and alarming scene occurs:

The sisters suddenly rise to their feet in unison, their hair tossing and flying around their heads as though driven by invisible winds.  They slide backward from you, their feet unmoving, and the side doors of the shrine fly open behind them, allowing them into the grove of naked willow trees outside.  The three women raise their hands to the sky and an unearthly glow suffuses their bodies, intensifying until it is blinding.  When it subsides, they are once more kneeling within the shrine, serene and unruffled.

Having thus consulted the Celestial Heavens, the sisters will answer the PC’s question truthfully.  However, in return the PC will gain the “Forsaken by Destiny” cert.  

The GM should answer the question truthfully.  It cannot be a deliberately deceptive answer, but it need not be complete or exhaustive.  Appendix #2 contains sample answers to several questions that are likely to be asked – the GM can use these as guidance when answering other questions.

Part Five: Confronting the Avatar of Obsidian

After the PCs have dealt with their Taint (if any) and have had the opportunity to speak with the three sisters and decide whether to ask them a question, the Avatar of Obsidian will arrive.  This will be heralded by the appearance of the Moon overhead, bathing the plateau with a cold, white light.  

The air seems to shimmer before you, and a bipedal form takes shape.  It appears to be a tall, shaven-headed man, dressed only in a hakama, but his skin is gray and lifeless, and his eyes are a glittering, empty black, like faceted gems reflecting the moonlight.  He smiles at you, a smile without life or compassion or humanity.  You all hear an inhuman voice within your minds, a voice which seems to mock all humanity’s pretensions to virtue and truth.  “Yes, you are here at last.  My chosen instruments.”   

At this point, the Avatar of Obsidian will enter into a mental communion with each PC, individually probing their minds and souls, seeking to lure them into the path of sin and selfishness.  This takes place simultaneously within the minds of all the PCs – they are in the presence of an overwhelmingly powerful Celestial being.  Due to the limitations of the game, however, each temptation should take place independently, as a one-on-one role-playing session between the GM and the player.  

Physical attack or resistance to the Avatar is impossible – it is the direct earthly manifestation of the Moon, the Obsidian Dragon, and its power is greater even than an Oracle.  A PC who tries to physically or magically threaten this being will find him/herself simply paralyzed, unable to act or even to speak.  

The Avatar’s Accusation 

The Avatar will accuse each PC of being selfish, dishonorable, and sinful.  He will have complete access to the PC’s past and will call upon every act, every belief, and every inner desire, dream, and fantasy of the PC to use as ammunition for these accusations.  For example, if a PC suffers from a Compulsion, the Avatar will use this to accuse the PC of being self-centered and dishonorable.  “You indulge your desires for your own pleasure, without regard for duty or honor.  You are no samurai, for a true samurai would never succumb to such selfish urges.”  

The Avatar will not “play fair” – to the contrary, its accusations will be unfair, completely one-sided, and focus entirely on the PC’s weaknesses and failures with no regard for any corresponding strengths or virtues.  Furthermore, since the Avatar is the agent of the Obsidian Dragon, a Celestial being, there is literally nothing the PC can hide from it, nothing it cannot use to bolster its accusations.  For example, a highly honorable PC who has previously committed a shameful act or had selfish urges or thoughts will find the Avatar dredging up those acts and thoughts to accuse him of sinfulness. 

The Avatar concludes its accusation by proclaiming, “You are no samurai, no servant of Honor.  You are a servant of my master, of the Lord of Obsidian, the Moon.  All of Rokugan will soon belong to those who embrace the Three Sins.  Admit your true nature now, and you will be rewarded with a place in Rokugan’s future.  Refuse, and the future will destroy you.”

The PCs’ Defense

The PC must now respond to the Avatar’s accusation, preferably by defending his/her devotion to Bushido, selfless service to the Empire, and Honor.  Obviously, some PCs will find this an easier case to make than others.  The GM should judge the PC’s defense based on both the strength of the argument and the conviction with which it is delivered (e.g. the quality of the role-play).  The Avatar will hear out the PC’s arguments and will then make a follow-up argument of his own, seeking one more time to force the PC to admit to selfish sinfulness.  The PC in turn will be able to make one final argument to reject the Avatar’s arguments and assert his/her nobility and Honor.   

At the conclusion of this exchange of accusations and arguments, the PC may roll Willpower/Honor to try to reject the Avatar’s judgment.  The TN of this roll is determined by how well the PC responded to the Avatar, both in terms of the strength of his/her arguments and the sincerity with which they were role-played:

· PC responded extremely strongly and effectively (good arguments and strong role-play): TN 30

· PC responded well but not superlatively (arguments and role-play solid but not exceptional): TN 35

· PC responded unimpressively (weak/non-existent on either arguments or role-play): TN 40

· PC failed to respond effectively at all (weak/non-existent on both arguments and role-play): TN 50 

Void cannot be spent on this roll, and it cannot be re-rolled with Luck.  It can, however, be re-rolled with an Honor Roll.   

If the PC makes the roll, s/he has gained a powerful new strength of soul by resisting the Avatar’s invocation of sinfulness.  The PC gains the “Soul of Honor” cert, along with 3 points of Honor. 

A PC who fails the roll by 15 or less is unable to affirm his/her purity, but does not accept the Avatar’s judgment.  There is no game effect.

A PC who fails the roll by more than 15 has accepted the Avatar’s judgment on his/her sinful nature.  The Avatar reaches out and touches that PC on the forehead with his finger, leaving an invisible mark which seems to burn itself into the soul.  The PC gains the “Touched by Obsidian” cert and loses 5 points of Honor.

Accepting the Judgment

It is possible that a PC confronted by the Avatar’s judgment may ultimately decide that the accusations are true, accept that s/he is sinful and selfish, and decline to offer an argument in defense.  In this case, the PC automatically gains the “Touched by Obsidian” cert and loses 5 points of Honor.   

· If Guro lost his fight with the Taint, he will accept the judgment of the Avatar of Obsidian.  If he won his fight, he rejects the Avatar’s judgment.

Aftermath of Judgment

Once all the PCs have either accepted or rejected the Avatar of Obsidian’s judgment, their come back to themselves.  No time has passed (or perhaps an infinity of time has passed) – the Moon still blazes down on them, the Avatar stands before them, and the three sisters watch quietly, hands folded in laps.

If a majority of those present (counting the PCs and Guro) accepted the Avatar’s judgment, he laughs, a chilling, terrifying sound, a sound which mocks every human pretense to heroism, decency, and sanity.  “It is as I have foreseen!  The Three Sins will reign over all, and those who embrace them will claim true power, ending the farce of honor!”  Still laughing, he fades from view, leaving the Moon to blaze down on the PCs. 

If half or more of the PCs rejected the Avatar’s judgment, his black eyes glitter with malice as he glares at them.  “Fools.  Even now, with your Empire a rotting corpse awaiting only its funeral, you still believe.  Perish then, along with all the other doomed!”  He vanishes abruptly, and in his sudden absence a cloud passes over the Moon, leaving the plateau dark.

Either way, allow the PCs to roll Perception/Investigation (Notice) at TN 30 to notice something about the Avatar in the moments before he disappears: his body is covered in tattoos, including images of dragons coiling across his torso.

Once the Avatar departs, the three sisters step forward and bow to the PCs.  “You have faced that which you were destined to face.  Now your time here is ended, samurai-sans.”  They pass through the doors of the shrine and vanish, leaving the PCs alone on the plateau to face the consequences of their choices.  

· If Guro accepted the Avatar’s judgment, he will be silent and uncommunicative afterward.  He will only say that he has accepted his fate.  

· If Guro rejected the Avatar’s judgment, he seems happier and more hopeful afterward, and remarks that perhaps fate need not be a trap, even for one as unfortunate as he.

Conclusions

Once the Avatar of Obsidian departs, the PCs will no longer encounter anything strange or supernatural on the plateau.  It is simply a remote mountaintop with an ancient, abandoned shrine and torii arch, and a grove of near-dead willow trees.

The PCs find that the return journey down the mountain is far less demanding than the trip up – they seem to be able to find safe paths down the mountainside with little difficulty.  

Speaking With the Miya

Whenever the PCs report back to Kyuden Miya about the death of Kumi Aya, Miya Reisei will again meet with them in the same office of the small castle.  She is clearly disappointed in the outcome of events but does not hold it against the PCs, who tried their best.  She smiles and offers them the thanks of the Imperial Herald for their dedicated service to the Empire.  

· At this point, PCs with Miya Shikan as a Sworn Enemy who express their complete and unmitigated admiration for Miya Shikan, and express the sincere desire to assist him in protecting the Empire, may roll Awareness/Etiquette (Sincerity) at TN 25.  With a success, they may remove the Sworn Enemy for free.

· If any PCs make any strange accusations about hearts, Khadi, or other such odd implications, Reisei will shrug off such claims as nonsense, and politely but coldly dismisses the PCs from Kyuden Miya.  In this case all the PCs lose 3 points of Glory, lose any Allies in the Miya family, and any PCs who do not have Miya Shikan as a Sworn Enemy gain him as one. 

Rewards for Completing the Adventure 

At the end of the scenario, any PCs with Shadowlands Taint must make a Simple Earth roll with a TN of 5 + (5 x Taint Rank).  If the roll is failed, the PC acquires one additional point of Taint.  

Experience Points 

Playing through the adventure:

2 XP


Good role-play:



+1 XP

PCs reach the Shrine of the Three Sisters:
+1 XP

Specific PC gains “Soul of Honor” cert: 
+1 XP

Total Possible Experience:

5 XP

Other Awards/Penalties

PCs who successfully reject the Avatar of Obsidian’s judgment gain the cert for “Soul of Honor” and gain 3 points of Honor.

PCs who accept the Avatar of Obsidian’s judgment gain the cert for “Touched by Obsidian” and lose 5 points of Honor.

Appendix #1: NPCs and Monsters

3-Dan Kuni Otango, Aged Shugenja

	FIRE 3
	AIR 2

	Intelligence 4


	Awareness 3

	EARTH 5
	WATER 3 

	Willpower 6
	

	VOID 4


TN to be Hit: 13


School/Rank: Kuni Shugenja 3


Technique: Gains a Free Raise any time he casts a spell on a target known to possess the Shadowlands Taint.  Affinity to Earth, Deficiency to Air. 

Honor/Status/Glory: 2.5/1.5/2.4

Skills: Athletics 2, Calligraphy 4, Courtier 2, Defense 3, Etiquette 3, Games (Go) 2, Investigation 2, Lore: Heraldry 2, Lore: History 2, Lore: Shadowlands 4, Lore: Shugenja 3, Medicine 4, Meditation 4, Spellcraft (Maho) 5, Storytelling 2, Tea Ceremony 2, Theology (Fortunes, Shintao) 5. 

Mastery Abilities: TNs of all social rolls made against him are increased by 5.  Add Defense skill to TN to be Hit.  Heal an additional die of Wounds with the Medicine skill.
Spells: Sense, Commune, Summon, Importune, (Earth 1) Earth’s Stagnation, Earth’s Touch, Jade Strike, (Earth 2) Tremor, Walk Without Passing, (Earth 3) Benevolent Protection of Shinsei, (Earth 4) Tomb of Jade, (Fire 1) Extinguish, Fires of Osano-Wo, (Water 1) Path to Inner Peace.

Advantages/Disadvantages: Innate Spells (Jade Strike, Tomb of Jade)/Bad Health, Dependent (Kuni Aya), Lame.
Equipment: Kimono and sandals, traveling pack, walking stick, 5 koku. 

Miya Reisei, Fanatic Peacemaker 

	FIRE 4
	  AIR 3

	
	

	EARTH 2
	WATER 2

	
	Perception 4

	VOID 3


TN to be Hit: 24


School/Rank: Miya Herald 2 / Emerald Magistrate 1 


Miya Rank One: 2 extra rolled dice on Etiquette and Heraldry rolls.  Movement figured at 12’ x Water Ring instead of 10’ x Water Ring.  Adds Air Ring to TN to be hit.


Miya Rank Two: Spend a Void point to get Way of the Land advantage for the current province.  Gains Free Raises each day equal to Water Ring on any Perception or Hunting roll.  Adds Water Ring to Perception rolls.


Emerald Magistrate One: Spend a Void point to gain Free Raises equal to Insight Rank on all rolls for Hunting, Courtier, Etiquette, Investigation, Lore: Heraldry, and Lore: Law.

Honor/Status/Glory/Infamy: 4.4/5.0/4.1/2.2

Skills: Athletics (running) 3, Battle 1, Calligraphy 2, Courtier 3, Craft: Sailing 1, Defense 3, Engineering 1, Etiquette (conversation) 3, Horsemanship 2, Hunting 3, Iaijutsu 1, Investigation 3, Jiujutsu 1, Kenjutsu (Katana) 4, Lore: Gaijin (Thrane) 2, Lore: Ghosts 1, Lore: Heraldry (Foreign) 2, Lore: History 3, Lore: Imperial Houses 1, Lore: Law 3, Lore: Shadowlands 1, Medicine 1, Meditation 1, Navigation 1, Performance: Song 2, Stealth 1, Storytelling 2, Tea Ceremony 1, Theology 1

Advantages/Disadvantages: Allies (many), Benten’s Blessing, Clear Thinker, Daredevil, Fleet (rank 2), Languages (Ruumal, Senpet, Thrane), Precise Memory, Social Position (Emerald Magistrate)/Contrary, Driven (conduct duty to the Sapphire Emperor), Driven (keep Miya Shikan’s peace in the Empire), Fascination (Gaijin), Dark Secrets (condones gaijin weapons, knows Shikan’s plots), Sworn Enemies (several).

Equipment: Katana, wakizashi, ashigaru armour, seal of office, sashimono, steed.

Tonbo Kimasu, Aggressive Dragon Taisa

	FIRE 3
	  AIR 3

	Agility 4


	Reflexes 4

	EARTH 3
	WATER 3 

	
	

	VOID 4


TN to be Hit: 35 (40 in light armor)


School/Rank: Mirumoto Bushi 3


Rank One: When fighting with katana and wakizashi together, adds (5 + School Rank) to TN to be Hit.   May substitute Kenjutsu for Iaijutsu at any time.  Adds Fire Ring to all attack rolls.


Rank Two: May make an additional attack per round.  Adds Earth Ring to TN to be Hit.


Rank Three: A number of times per day equal to School Rank, may make a Contested Void roll when attacked to force that opponent to lose their next attack for the round.  When focusing in a duel, may spend a Void to reduce the opponent’s number of focus opportunities by one.  When target of a spell, may raise or lower its TN by 5.  Now adds twice Fire Ring to all attack rolls.

Honor/Status/Glory: 2.8/3.0/3.7

Skills: Athletics 3, Battle (Mass Battle) 3, Calligraphy 2, Courtier 2, Defense 4, Etiquette 3, Iaijutsu 5, Kenjutsu (Katana, Wakizashi) 6, Kyujutsu 2, Lore: Dragon Clan 2, Lore: Heraldry 3, Lore: Law 2, Lore: Shugenja 2, Meditation 3, Spears 2, Storytelling (Oratory) 2, Theology 2.

Mastery Abilities: Free Raise with all skills at Rank 5.  May subtract Kenjutsu Ranks from Wound Penalties when using the skill.  Add +5 to TN of Social rolls made against him.  Adds Defense Skill Ranks to TN to be Hit.  

Advantages/Disadvantages: Balance, Social Position (Taisa)/Compulsion (enmity to Lion and their allies).
Equipment: Kimono, light armor, daisho set, bow and 20 arrows, 3 koku.

Guro, Tainted Monk

	FIRE 2
	 AIR 2

	Intelligence 3


	 Awareness 3

	EARTH 5
	 WATER 4 

	
	

	VOID 4


Shadowlands Taint Rank: 3.2

TN to be Hit: 13


School/Rank: Hida Bushi 2/Monk (Thousand Fortunes) 2


Hida Rank One: May add Earth to total of Attack and Damage rolls.  No penalties from wearing Heavy Armor.  


Hida Rank Two: When suffering Wounds, may spend a Void point to roll Raw Earth at TN of Wounds suffered.  With a success, no Wounds are suffered.  Earth is increased by School Rank when resisting Knockdown.

Honor/Status/Glory: 1.9/0/2.0

Skills: Athletics 3, Calligraphy 4, Courtier 2, Deceit (Intimidation) 2, Defense 4, Etiquette 3, Heavy Weapons 4, Jiujutsu 2, Kenjutsu 3, Kyujutsu 2, Lore: Crab Clan 4, Lore: History 3, Lore: Shadowlands 5, Medicine 5, Meditation, Spears 2, Staves 3, Theology (the Fortunes) 4.

Kihos: Harmony of the Body, One With All, Ride the Water Dragon (see L5R Rulebook). 

Mastery Abilities: Adds Defense skill ranks to TN to be Hit.  TNs of Social Rolls made against him are at +5.  Rolls and keeps an additional die when healing Wounds with Medicine.

Advantages/Disadvantages: Allies (Crab Clan), Strength of the Earth (rank two)/Permanent Wound, Missing Limb (forearm), Shadowlands Taint
Equipment: Robes, sandals, bo staff, traveling pack, medicine kit, 5 zeni.

Taint Avatar, Low End (for PCs of Insight Rank 1 or 2)

	FIRE 3
	  AIR 3

	
	Reflexes 4

	EARTH 3
	WATER 3 

	
	


TN to be Hit: 20

Attacks: 6k3+3

Damage: As per weapon identical to the PC’s favored weapon.  If PC does not have one, the Avatar uses a katana. 

Carapace Armor: 2

Wounds: 6 per rank, as human, but suffers no normal Wound penalties.  Down becomes +5 and Out becomes +10.  Defeated when reduced to Dead.


Willpower/Courtier roll: 7k3

Special Abilities: Spiritually inked to the PC, with effects as described in the encounter.  

Taint Avatar, Mid-Level (for Guro and PCs of Insight Rank 3 or 4)

	FIRE 3
	  AIR 4

	Agility 4


	Reflexes 5

	EARTH 4
	WATER 3 

	
	Strength 4


TN to be Hit: 25

Attacks: 8k4+4

Damage: As per weapon identical to the PC’s favored weapon.  If PC does not have one, the Avatar uses a katana. 

Carapace Armor: 3

Wounds: 8 per rank, as human, but suffers no normal Wound penalties.  Down becomes +5 and Out becomes +10.  Defeated when reduced to Dead.


Willpower/Courtier roll: 8k4

Special Abilities: Spiritually inked to the PC, with effects as described in the encounter.  

Taint Avatar, High-End (for PCs of Insight Rank 5 or higher)

	FIRE 4
	  AIR 5

	Agility 5


	Reflexes 6

	EARTH 5
	WATER 4 

	
	Strength 5


TN to be Hit: 30

Attacks: 9k5+4

Damage: As per weapon identical to the PC’s favored weapon.  If PC does not have one, the Avatar uses a katana. 

Carapace Armor: 4

Wounds: 10 per rank, as human, but suffers no normal Wound penalties.  Down becomes +5 and Out becomes +10.  Defeated when reduced to Dead.


Willpower/Courtier roll: 9k5

Special Abilities: Spiritually inked to the PC, with effects as described in the encounter.  

Appendix #2: The Three Sisters’ Answers to Likely Questions

Who is the heir of the Kami?  He is the lord of the Dragon, the one who bears the soul of Togashi.

Is Miya Shikan a Khadi?  Yes, his heart is no longer within his body.

Where is Miya Shikan’s heart?  It is hidden in the place dedicated to that which is most precious to him.  

Was the late Empress unfaithful?  Yes, she succumbed to the sin of Desire, as so many do.

Who was the late Empress unfaithful with?  The man who committed that sin is now dead, but he was once a great lord of the Dragon, a swordsman of the Mirumoto.

Who is the true Imperial heir?  The Emperor’s eldest son cannot inherit, for he has joined the Brotherhood of Shinsei.  In his absence, the next oldest son is his true heir.

Who is the next-oldest son?  He trains with the Crab, learning the ways of war.

Why is Hida Gojiro attacking the Hare?  The Crab Champion is a man consumed by anger and shame, and he must strike out at others to hide from these failings within himself.  

Who is the great hunter?  The hunter which Kuni Aya saw in her visions has not yet been chosen.  There are two who may take the mantle.  

Who are they?  Great lords of the Moto and the Akodo, warriors without compare.

When will the Emperor die?  Within the year.

How do we save the Empire? (or some variant thereof)  You cannot.  Only many samurai of Honor, together from Emperor to lowliest bushi, may save the Empire.   

Are there any more Sons of Destiny in positions of authority?  No.

Player Handout #1: Aya’s Last Prophecy

“The Empire is consumed by sin, and even the heir of the Kami has been devoured.  He has become the avatar of the Three, the living servant of the Moon.  All the Empire heeds his call, and the great hunter walks in his shadow, consumed by ambition, bringing forth a world of slaughter and destruction.  It can be stopped, it must be stopped if Rokugan is to live.  Our future hangs by a silken thread.  You are the ones, you must face the Black Avatar, the Voice of the Three Sins.  The future will be shaped by you.  You must go, now, to the place of the three sisters.  You must face the Black Avatar, face your sins.  There is no other choice.”  

Touch of Obsidian 
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