Charge of the Baraunghar

A One-Round Low/Mid-Rank Adventure for Heroes of Rokugan (Champions of the Sapphire Throne)

by Rob Hobart

You are privileged to accompany Seppun Munemori and Miya Hanzu to observe the Unicorn Clan’s early-winter military maneuvers in the Burning Sands.  Such opportunities come only once in a lifetime.  

Adventure Summary and Background

Seppun Munemori, the Seppun family daimyo, has expressed interest in seeing the famous winter maneuvers of the Unicorn Clan.  The Unicorn, who have traditionally kept these events closed to outsiders, have little choice but to accede to the request of an Imperial daimyo.  The other Clans have eagerly taken advantage of this opening and sent representatives of their own to “accompany” Seppun Munemori, seizing the opportunity to see what the Unicorn really do in the Burning Sands.

The non-Unicorn Clan PCs are among the samurai sent to take advantage of this opportunity.  They have been instructed to watch everything and learn as much as they can about what the Unicorn do out here during the winter.  Unicorn PCs are here to participate in the maneuvers themselves.

One of the guests accompanying Seppun Munemori is Miya Hanzu, special agent of the Imperial Herald.  Hanzu is here to attend a secret desert meeting with certain men from the Senpet kingdom.  He will recruit the PCs, as expendable ji-samurai, to accompany him into the desert – a wise precaution, for the man he is meeting has bitter enemies among the peoples of the Burning Sands.   

Unicorn PCs, meanwhile, will have a chance to participate in the Clan’s annual desert race.  They can win great Glory for themselves – and also discover that all is not well within the Unicorn Clan.  

Adjusting for Party Strength

This is a Low/Mid-Rank adventure, and thus can involve parties of varying capabilities.  The encounters have been optimized for a party of average Rank 2.  

Although most of the challenges here are role-play oriented and thus not terribly dependent on party strength, a few changes can be made to adjust the adventure difficulty for low-end parties, as follows:

Low End Party (more than half of the characters are Rank One):

· Jafar the Beduin is Insight Rank One, and has Reflexes of 3, Strength of 3, and Kenjutsu of 3. 

· The number of Doomseeker warriors is one less than the number of PCs.

High End Party (half or more of the characters are Rank Three):

· Jafar the Bandit is Insight Rank 3, and has Earth of 4 and Kenjutsu of 5.

· The Doomseeker warriors have Earth of 3.

Player’s Introduction

The Lord Sun slants westward, stabbing into your eyes, as you approach Bugaisha, the Unicorn Clan’s last stronghold before the Burning Sands.  To the west, the horizon is smudgy yellow with desert, and the winds which blow from there are dry and hot.  It is late in the month of Shinjo, the Month of the Dog (November), but it is as hot here as Rokugan’s mid-summer.  Squatting under the afternoon light is the broad, square shape of the Unicorn fortress.  Its flat roofs and crenellated walls are a stark reminder that you are approaching the lands of the strange, barbaric gaijin.  Further reminders come from the fluttering white tents of gaijin traders, spreading widely around the fortress walls.  Intermingled with them are wagons and tents of purple, for Bugaisha is the center of the Unicorn Clan’s trade with the Senpet Empire  

Hundreds of Unicorn troops ride past the fortress, streaming in long lines out into the Burning Sands, their banners fluttering purple and white.  Each winter, the Clan of the Ki-Rin sends much of its strength into the desert for military maneuvers.  On this occasion, however, guests from other Clans will be attending this event.  The reason for this privilege is easily visible: Seppun Munemori, the elegant daimyo of the Seppun family and commander of the Imperial Guard, riding before you in gilded armor.  His escorts are equally resplendent in their magnificent armor and regalia, said to have been personally designed by Munemori.  Even their mounts have been decorated with fine saddle-blankets, headdresses, tassels, and other ornaments.  The Seppun mon, embroidered in golden thread, blazes from the back-banners they wear.  

The PCs are riding in a long column behind the Seppun daimyo.  Accompanying them is Miya Hanzu, a personal aide to the Imperial Herald, who rides a far plainer mount and wears simple garments of brown and black.  An assortment of other guests and travelers, almost fifty in all, make up the rest of the column.  All of these people are here, ostensibly, to accompany the Seppun daimyo on his journey.

All of the Clan and Imperial PCs have been provided with mounts by their daimyos for this journey, and ronin PCs have been supplied with mounts by Miya Hanzu.  The PCs have arrived here around the same time and have been sharing the road for the last day’s travel, as they approached the fortress of Bugaisha.  This will allow them the opportunity to introduce themselves and interact with each other.  

· Unicorn PCs are here to participate in the winter maneuvers, an honor accorded to only a limited number of their Clan.  

· Other Clan and Imperial PCs are here “tagging along” with Seppun Munemori.  

· Ronin PCs have been hired by Miya Hanzu to serve as his escorts and yojimbo, with the promise that they will be paid 3 koku once he returns safely from the Burning Sands.         

Miya Hanzu

Miya Hanzu is a short, slight, unmemorable man, clean-shaven, who wears his hair in a typical samurai topknot. He is very self-effacing, making an art out of appearing as nothing more than a humble, loyal Shisha of the Miya family. In actuality, he is the personal and special agent of the Imperial Herald, Miya Shikan.  Hanzu is a fanatic, a slavishly loyal believer in Shikan’s ideals of universal peace.  He is willing to do anything to further Shikan’s ideals.  

Hanzu is quite adept at manipulating others, and has a knack for presenting himself in whatever manner is best suited to gain their assistance and trust.  He will endeavor to do this with the PCs, since he is already considering them as prospective escorts for his upcoming trip into the desert.  

Scene One: The Fortress of Bugaisha

Bugaisha is constructed as a large square courtyard, about two hundred yards on a side, surrounded by crenellated walls and with a single great bronze gate.  The actual fort is a relatively small two-story structure located on the far side of the courtyard.  About a hundred bushi are stationed here.  Centuries ago, Bugaisha was a hardship posting for Unicorn who had dishonored themselves, but today it is the center of the Clan’s trade with the Senpet and an assignment here is considered a prize.  Moto Temujin’s custom of annual winter exercises has further increased the importance of the place.     

The courtyard of Bugaisha is packed with traders from the Senpet kingdoms and with Rokugani merchants doing business with them.  White cloth pavilions cover dozens of booths, and the merchants circulate like leaves in wind, money and goods changing hands in a welter of conversation.  To conventional PCs this will be a very unsettling scene, as Rokugani and gaijin speak and trade together openly and equally.  The overwhelming presence of commerce and trade will also be offensive to many PCs, unless they are themselves members of groups such as the Yasuki family or the Daidoji Trading Council.  

The gaijin here are all from the Senpet kingdoms, and are generally Arabic in appearance, although their skin tone varies widely, from light tan to dark brown.  They wear loose-fitting robes of white cotton, and cover their heads with scarves or burnooses.  Most of them carry short curved knives at their belts, but they have no other armament – it is their custom not to personally carry heavy weapons while at a trade market.  However, many of them compensate for this by bringing armed slaves to guard their wares.  The slaves are pale-faced gaijin, similar to the Thrane but shorter and with darker hair.  They are generally dressed only in a loincloth and an iron neck-collar, and armed with short stabbing swords.  They do not speak Rokugani, responding only to Senpet and their own exotic tongue, and generally refuse to speak to anyone, lest they draw the wrath of their masters.  The Senpet treat them like beasts, routinely kicking them and insulting them.    

The Unicorn samurai here are accustomed to seeing this marketplace, and many of them wander through the aisles between the booths, looking over the exotic Senpet wares and picking up trinkets.  The PCs can do the same, if they wish, or stay away from such dubious activity and confine themselves to the vast camp outside the settlement.

The market is also patrolled by pairs of Unicorn bushi armed with sasumata (man-catchers).  They make sure that disagreements or arguments between Rokugani and Senpet do not escalate into violence.  

Gaijin Goods

If the PCs decide to explore the marketplace, they will find scores of Senpet merchants eager to sell to them.  These gaijin speak only a crude patois of Rokugani, and they are great believers in the importance of bargaining and haggling when making a sale, all of which will probably be very unpleasant for the PCs.  (A PC who fails to haggle will end up paying far more than proper value for whatever they buy, and will also earn the contempt of the Senpet for their lack of bargaining skill.)  

The PCs can find a wide range of exotic goods here, including jewelry (earrings, necklaces, bracelets, etc), cotton cloth, beautiful woven rugs, spyglasses and magnifying glasses, metal lanterns, scissors, glass goblets, spices, strange fruits and vegetables, furs from exotic animals, foreign weapons, and many other oddities.  PCs can find almost anything that could conceivably be imported from the Senpet kingdoms – anything that would be appropriate for an “Arabian Nights” world.  (The Senpet do not have any advanced Thranish goods such as firearms, gunpowder, paper, or eyeglasses.)  

The GM can allow the PCs to acquire any sort of minor Senpet trinket which they could reasonably afford, assuming they lower themselves to engaging in commerce.  Valuable items such as weapons (scimitar, kopesh, etc) will typically be quite expensive, costing 20 or more koku.  

Al-Sayyid, the Doomseeker

If the PCs are looking through the marketplace, they will encounter this gaijin merchant, a middle-aged man with salt-and-pepper hair and a formidable hooked nose.  He is a rug-seller, sitting cross-legged on the ground while surrounded by rugs on wooden display racks.  Unlike most of the merchants, who appeal to passerby with shouts and chatter, he sits silently, watching those who pass his stall with dark eyes from beneath his burnoose.  

If any non-Unicorn PCs enter Al-Sayyid’s booth, he looks at them sharply.  “You are not as these others,” he says, his accent thick but the words understandable.  “Why are you here?”  

The PCs are free to ignore or snub this gaijin for his rudeness, in which case he does not speak to them again.  If they do explain why they are visiting here, he nods and says no more, apparently satisfied.  However, if any ronin PC mentions working for Miya Hanzu, Al-Sayyid will suddenly grow more alert and energetic.  He will attempt to determine whether the PC is an ally of Hanzu or merely an employee.  “You are friend of this man?  Go into desert together, for enjoyment?”  

· If the PC seems to show actual friendship or sympathy to Hanzu, Al-Sayyid will abruptly drop the conversation.  He will ignore any attempts by the PCs to carry the discussion further, and seems to suddenly lose much of his command of Rokugani.

· If the PC shows no special loyalty to Hanzu (saying something like “I am merely working for Hanzu,” for example), Al-Sayyid will nod gravely.  “You should not do this thing.  Traveling with this man into the desert, a place you do not know, very unwise.”  He will not say more, and if the PCs press him for his reasons, he will feign an inability to understand them.

· If the PC openly expresses his determination to accompany Hanzu regardless of the warning, Al-Sayyid heaves a sigh and looks sad.  Then he fishes inside his white robe and produces a small gold pendant.  “Wear this, and perhaps you will be safe,” he says, pressing the pendant into the PC’s hand.  Immediately after he turns away and speaks no more to the PC.     

The pendant is a small thin disc of gold, carved around the edges with the delicate, sinuous writing of the Senpet.  At the center is a tiny, stylized bas-relief which can be identified, with a Raw Perception roll at TN 20, as a human heart.  The pendant does not seem to have any special properties, and there are no kami in it for shugenja to speak with.  If the PC can actually read Senpet, or takes the pendant to someone else for a translation, they can learn that the writing appears to be a prayer to the Senpet gods, calling down curses on “those who walk without souls.”

If the PCs ask other gaijin about Al-Sayyid, they complain about him.  “All high and mighty, acts like his feces does not smell!”  They also deride him as an ineffective merchant who makes few sales.    

Kemal the Thief 

If the PCs spend any time in the marketplace, they will run afoul of Kemal, a boy tagging along with one of the Senpet caravans.  Kemal is an orphan who survives by being a skillful sneak-thief.  He will target one of the PCs and attempt to steal their money (which Rokugani normally carry on a string inside their kimono sleeve or under their obi).

In order to carry out his theft, Kemal must make an Opposed Roll of his Agility/Sleight-of-Hand (6k2) against the PC’s Perception/Investigation.  If he succeeds, the PC will be completely unaware of the theft until they try to use their money.  If the PC wins the roll, however, Kemal is caught with his hand in the wrong place.  He will try to flee, but the PCs can easily catch him by making a Raw Agility roll at TN 15.  He is too frail and spindly to break free by force, but he will try to slide out of his tattered shirt and escape that way – the PCs will have to make a second Raw Agility roll to catch him once he does that.  

Kemal speaks only a very crude, disjointed patois of Rokugani, so unless one of the PCs speaks Senpet, they will be unable to communicate more than the simplest ideas with him.  He will beg for his life in the most pathetic and sniveling manner, grubbing in the dust, trying to kiss the PCs’ feet, showing his ribs to indicate how hungry he is, and so forth.  Several of the Senpet merchants, meanwhile, will recognize him as the thief who has been plaguing them, and gather around trying to beat and kick him.    

It will be up to the PCs how to deal with Kemal.  If they hand him over to the Senpet, his right hand will be cut off – their standard punishment for thievery.  If the PCs hand him over to the Unicorn authorities, they will simply hang him.  Soft-Hearted PCs, however, may find either option unpalatable.  

If the PCs do spare Kemal’s his life, he will throw himself at their feet, promising brokenly to be their slave for life and to do anything they want.  The PCs can use Kemal as a source of information about the Senpet, a translator (though he cannot read), or can even enlist him to steal something for them, although this will certainly cost them Honor.  They cannot, however, take him back into Rokugan with them – this would be a violation of Imperial law.

If the PCs try to use Kemal to spy on Shinjo Akujin (see “The Central Pavilion” below), he will never return.

Azif the Soothsayer

While the PCs are exploring the marketplace, they will also encounter Azif, a stooped old Senpet man with a long gray beard, a few yellow teeth, and a deeply-grooved face.  His eyes are blank white, blinded by years of staring into the desert sun, and his dark tan flesh is shrunken back against the skeleton beneath.  He speaks in a thin, quavering voice, and clutches at passerby with desperate strength.  

Azif is a prophet, gifted (or perhaps cursed) with foresight.  He normally tries to eke out a living by telling fortunes.  However, he has been afflicted recently with a terrible vision, and is trying to find someone to share it with.  Since the vision involved a Rokugani, he wants to tell a Rokugani about it.  Unfortunately, his very limited command of the language will create a severe obstacle.  

Azif will grab at the sleeves of passing Rokugani, gabbling at them in Senpet with a few interspersed words like “please” and “sama.”  (He recognizes them by their distinctive sound and odor.)  Most samurai will shake him off with irritation, a few of them even shoving him away violently (they do not actually strike him, since that might draw the attention of the patrollers, but he cringes away all the same).  

If the PCs ask the other Senpet about Azif, they describe him as a “mad soothsayer” and suggest it is best to humor him.  (They consider it unlucky to mistreat the elderly or the insane.)  Some of them do admit, almost reluctantly, that his predictions occasionally come true, though usually in an unexpected and elliptical way.    

If a PC tries to understand Azif, a translator will be needed – either a PC who speaks Senpet, or a Senpet who speaks Rokugani.  (Kemal the thief, above, can fill this role.)  With a translator, Azif will recount the following vision, while sweating and rubbing his thin fingers together as though they pain him.         

“I have seen the great serpent arise from the desert, and its chest was an empty shell, and upon its head was the face of one of your folk, the folk of the yellow skin and slanted eyes.  It gazed into this land, this place of green and blue, and where its gaze fell the land withered and turned gray, and foul demons climbed out of the soil to feast upon the people.  And the serpent made its nest in the empty land that was left, like a maggot nesting in a corpse.  A mighty steed arose from the desert, and its eyes were like balls of fire, and it trampled the serpent – but when the serpent died, its blood poisoned the steed, and it fell to earth, and the stench of its corpse rose up and blotted out the sun.”  

Azif does not know what his vision means, although it has shaken him deeply.  Once he has shared it with someone from Rokugan, he will be visibly relieved.  

After he has shared his vision, if the PCs behave in any kind of sympathetic manner, Azif will offer to tell their fortunes.  He does this by performing a palm reading, an experience which most Rokugani will find distasteful (violating the Rokugani taboo on public touching).  Azif’s soothsaying will be enigmatic and confused, but will make an accurate reference to a notable Advantage or Disadvantage which the PC possesses (GM’s choice).  For example, if a PC is Idealistic, Azif might say the PC “believes that all must be simple and true, but alas, life is not so clear as water from a spring.”  He will never say anything clear enough to specifically identify the Advantage/Disadvantage, but the PC receiving the fortune-telling should be left unsettled by Azif’s insight.   

The Unicorn Camp

Outside Bugaisha, hundreds of Unicorn bushi are making camp, setting up tents, lighting fires, and staking out their horses to graze on the sparse, brown grass.  Over the course of the afternoon and evening, their numbers will swell to thousands, as more and more bushi pour in from every part of the Unicorn lands.  There is much celebration and shouting as each new contingent is met with cheers.  

The Unicorn here are generally in a jovial mood, looking forward to the winter maneuvers and games, and will be happy to speak with any PCs who socialize with them.  They can share the following information:

· The winter maneuvers typically last about three weeks.  All three Unicorn armies – the Baraunghar, the Junghar, and the Khol – are represented.  Currently, the Baraunghar army is commanded by Shinjo family daimyo Shinjo Kotoku, the Junghar army by the Utaku daimyo, Utaku Xiuling, and the Khol army by Moto Temujin himself.  

· The soldiers of the Baraunghar army (mostly Shinjo-family bushi themselves) are somewhat pessimistic about their prospects for the winter maneuvers, since Shinjo Kotoku has shown little aptitude for command since taking over from his late father Tekkai two years ago.  By contrast, the Junghar and Khol soldiers are bold and confident – especially the Junghar soldiers, who think quite highly of their commander, Utaku Xiuling.  “She has been the victor for the last four years, even defeating the Khan himself!”

· There are also games and competitions at the winter maneuvers, and with Seppun Munemori and his fellows guests attending, the rumor is that the games will be more spectacular than in the past.  In particular, there is a rumor that the Great Desert Race, normally held at the end of the maneuvers, has been moved up to the beginning in order to impress the guests.  

· The Desert Race is an annual event in which young Unicorn bushi race each other out to their Clan’s farthest outpost in the desert, a tiny oasis known as Michinori (“Distance”).  The winner is always showered with prestige and glory.   

The Central Pavilion

Near the center of the vast camp, a large pavilion is assembled to house the major daimyos and guests.  The outer edge of this pavilion is patrolled by bushi on foot: the Utaku infantry, granted this honor by their family daimyo, Utaku Xiuling.  They will intercept anyone who approaches the pavilion without permission.

Any Imperial PCs, any Unicorn PCs with Status or Glory of 3.0 or better, and any other PCs with Status or Glory of 4.0 or better will be invited to enter the pavilion and spend the evening in the company of the Clan daimyos and other senior guests.  Ronin PCs with Glory of 5.0 or better will also be invited, essentially as interesting curiosities.

Within the pavilion, the daimyos and their personal assistants and guests sit around long low tables (brought out from Bugaisha for this occasion).  A large fire is built at the center of the pavilion, beneath a circular hole in the pavilion roof, and a great round sheet of metal rests atop the fire. Food is fried on this metal sheet with long wooden sticks, then dumped into bowls and handed out to the guests, along with rice and sake.  Due to the presence of so many non-Unicorn guests, there is no red meat in the food, but PCs may still find the intense spices quite alarming.  Non-Unicorn PCs will need to roll Willpower/Etiquette at TN 20 to avoid giving outward signs of distress (watering eyes, coughing, etc) which cost them a point of Glory.  

The four main daimyos (Moto Temujin, Shinjo Kotoku, Utaku Xiuling, and Seppun Munemori) are seated at a separate table, with a few yojimbo posted unobtrusively nearby.  The rest of the guests are seated more or less randomly at the other tables in the pavilion, although guests from the same Clan, or yojimbo and their charges, are generally seated together.   

The meal lasts a couple of hours, interspersed with toasts from the various guests and samurai.  At the end of the meal, several Unicorn musicians will offer a rousing performance, far more energetic than conventional Rokugani music.  During this time, some of the guests will begin circulating and talking, although the will remain at their table. 

If the PCs observe the behavior among the various daimyos and dignitaries here, they can make the following observations:  

· Moto Temujin, the Khan of the Unicorn Clan, seems to be in a good mood, laughing often and generally enjoying the dinner.  Any PC who rolls Intelligence/Lore: Unicorn at TN 15, or Lore: History at TN 25, will know that Temujin is generally known as a dour and angry man.

· The Shinjo daimyo, Kotoku, is a young gangly man in his late teens, and seems very much out of his element.  He sometimes speaks at the wrong moment or commits other such social gaffes.  There is a definite sense that he is hanging anxiously on Moto Temujin’s mood, and seems quite relieved that the Khan is happy.

· Utaku Xiuling, the daimyo of the Utaku family, also seems to hang on Temujin’s words and mood, although without Kotoku’s sense of anxiety.  A PC who observes her and rolls Perception/Courtier at TN 25 recognizes some minor, tell-tale signs of romantic attraction in her behavior.

· Seppun Munemori drinks steadily throughout the evening, and by the time the musicians arrive is clearly more than a little inebriated.  At the end of the evening, he actually stumbles and almost falls as he rises from his place at the table – his personal yojimbo helps him out of the pavilion. 

The PCs will not be allowed to approach the daimyos’ table unless they are Emerald or Jade Magistrates.  In that case, they will be permitted to briefly approach and make obeisance to Moto Temujin.  (The Khan deliberately does not invite Sapphire Magistrates to visit him.)  Any ronin PCs will also be invited to present themselves, and Temujin will make a few gruff comments about how “the Unicorn always need capable warriors.”

The PCs will, however, be free to circulate among the less high-ranking guests within the pavilion.  They can pick up the same gossip and news here that can be found in the general camp.

Miya Hanzu will be one of the guests in the pavilion, and will make a point of speaking to any non-Unicorn PCs who are present, seeking to further cultivate their assistance.  He will take whichever approach seems most calculated to gain their sympathy – for example, subtly putting down the Unicorn Clan’s “barbaric ways” to PCs who seem uncomfortable here, or making observations about “the appeal of the exotic” to those who seem to be enjoying themselves.  His goal here is to make a connection to the PCs so they will be more likely to assist him later. 

· Hanzu is a very skilled deceiver and liar.  His Awareness/Deceit (Lying) roll is 10k6+7.  Moreover, his own Perception/Investigation roll to get a read on others is 10k5.  

· If a PC happens to ask Hanzu about Shinjo Akujin (see below), the young man’s colorless lips thin with disapproval.  “It is yet another mark against the Khan’s lack of wisdom that he places trust in such young warmongers,” he snaps, and changes the subject.  

The PCs also encounter a formidable young bushi named Shinjo Akujin.  Akujin appears to be a handsome samurai in the mid-twenties, short of stature but muscular and well-shaped, with piercing dark eyes and straight white teeth.  Female PCs in particular find him to be quite striking, to the point of feeling almost light-headed when he speaks with them (like many Unicorns, he stares directly into the eyes of those he addresses).  He has a powerful, reverberant voice that seems to sink into the PCs’ ears like honey.  Akujin has a wicked sense of humor, and will make subtle but vicious jokes about Seppun Munemori’s inability to hold his liquor, Shinjo Kotoku’s fawning, and so forth.  

· If the PCs ask his position, he identifies himself as a member of Moto Temujin’s personal guard.  A PC who rolls Intelligence/Lore: Heraldry at TN 25 (or Lore: Unicorn at TN 20) vaguely recalls hearing that Tenujin recently added a “young unknown” to his guard.  

· If the PCs ask around among the other Unicorns about Akujin, they can roll Awareness/Courtier at TN 20 to detect that there is some jealousy among the Unicorn about Akujin’s recent elevation, especially since none of them have heard of anything he has done to deserve such an honor.   The other members of Moto Temujin’s guard, in particular, are irritated that this “unknown” has suddenly risen to be one of Temujin’s most trusted aides. 

· If any PC asks Akujin about Miya Hanzu, he laughs richly.  “Hanzu-kun and his master are a pair of dreamers, and Rokugan is no place for dreams,” he says.  “They become nightmares too easily.”

· Paranoid PCs may suspect (rightly) that something is not quite right about Akujin.  However, his skills at deception make it extremely difficult to get a read on him – his Awareness/Deceit (Lying) roll is 10k7+7.  In the unlikely event that a PC can defeat this in an Opposed Roll with Perception/Investigation, the PC will be able to tell that Akujin has a deeply malicious and cruel nature beneath his charm.

· It is possible that a PC might try to detect Taint on Akujin.  Touching him with jade will not produce a reaction (except for furious outrage if it is detected).  Further, a Moto Death Priest who attempts to detect whether Akujin is afflicted with anything (disease, madness, Taint, spell effects, etc) will draw a blank reading.  Likewise, a Kuni Witch-Hunter who spends a Void point to detect Taint will not sense any from Akujin.  However, a Witch-Hunter who instead observes Akujin for evidence of Taint can attempt an Opposed Roll of Awareness/Etiquette (Akujin’s roll is 10k7).  With a success (unlikely, but possible), the Witch-Hunter realizes that Akujin displays a sinister malice that is characteristic of those enthralled by Jigoku. 

Akujin the Seducer

If Shinjo Akujin encounters a female PC, he will try to seduce her.  Akujin’s magnetic personality can make him difficult to resist, and he is capable of being extremely charming when he wants to be.  He is also an excellent judge of character, with an uncanny ability to say the right things to appeal to any sort of woman.  In game terms, the GM should feel free to make full use of his knowledge of the female PC’s personality, history, and Advantages and Disadvantages in order to assist Akujin’s seduction attempt.  

In order to resist Akujin, a female PC will have to role-play a firm rejection of his overtures.  A PC who role-plays a response that has any sort of interest, who returns his flirtations, or otherwise seems in any way intrigued by Akujin will allow him to make a Seduction attempt.  He rolls a base 10k7+7 for Awareness/Deceit (Seduction), and gains the benefits of Dangerous Beauty (two extra rolled dice) and Voice (Free Raise).  

A female PC who has succumbed to Akujin’s wiles may, as a last resort, attempt a Test of Honor at TN 20 to regain control of herself and reject him.  

Needless to say, succumbing to a seduction attempt always entails a loss of Honor.  In this case, there will also be other costs – see “Conclusion” for details. 

Note for GMs: Some players may find themselves uncomfortable with this scene.  If the GM perceives any unease or discomfort on the part of a player while role-playing Akujin’s seduction attempt, or the player expresses such feelings aloud, the GM should call a halt to this encounter.   

Scene Two: Into the Desert

The Unicorn assemble early in the morning, before the sun even rises, to begin their ride into the desert.  The PCs will be awakened by the blaring of strange trumpets and the roll of kettle drums as the Unicorn are called to their banners.  

The sun is just beginning to rise behind you when you head out into the Burning Sands.  Despite their late-night revelry, the Unicorn bushi seem fresh and eager as they spur their horses forward.  Seppun Munemori, on the other hand, looks distinctly weary and sluggish as he nudges his mount.  Lord Sun blazes from the eastern horizon, hurling your shadows forward onto the yellow-brown sands of the desert.  

Well ahead of you, in the lead of the great swarm of Unicorn troops, you can see the banners of the Great Khan, Moto Temujin.  The deep, daunting howl of a Unicorn war-horn drifts back from there, and the troops around you cheer and begin to pick up their pace, some of them breaking into a gallop and streaking out across the desert, leaving trails of yellow dust behind.   

Miya Hanzu appears relatively crisp and fresh compared to the Seppun daimyo.  He will continue to cultivate all of the PCs in conversation, taking different gambits depending on which PC he speaks with.  If any of the PCs mention their experience with Azif the prophet, he will be dismissive.  “One cannot trust the word of these barbarians, of course.”  

The Unicorn spend most of the day riding into the desert, heading for a major oasis which traditionally serves as their base of operations for this event.  

The ride into the Burning Sands takes all day.  The land here is mainly dry grassland rather than “true” desert, but the endless plain of yellow-brown, seemingly lifeless grass, interspersed with regions of bare, dusty soil, is nevertheless quite alien and intimidating to the PCs.  The sun beats down mercilessly, as hot as a Rokugani midsummer.  The Unicorn troops have brought wagons loaded with waterskins, and stop every two hours to water their thirsty horses.  

As the day wears on into afternoon, the grass grows much sparser, and the bare soil grows increasingly sandy and dry, often baked into a hard pan that emits small puffs of dust as hooves strike it.  

If the PCs ask anyone where they are going, the Unicorn explain that the winter maneuvers are traditionally staged from a major oasis that lies one day’s ride into the Burning Sands.  Sure enough, they approach the promised oasis at the end of a long day of riding: 

As Lord Sun descends in the west, yellow-orange light blazes across the flat, sandy plain, piercing your eyes painfully.  Silhouetted against that light, the strange trees which surround the lake seem pleasant and welcoming by comparison.  Hundreds of Unicorns have already made camp, putting up their strange, cylindrical tents and staking their horses outside.  A large pavilion is being assembled again for the visiting dignitaries.  

Seppun Munemori’s escort looks distinctly bedraggled as they trail into the camp, and as he leads them toward the pavilion you can clearly hear him muttering about “baths” and “fans.”  By contrast, the Unicorn leaders, while dusty and sweat-soaked, still seem full of energy and enthusiasm as they ride into the camp, met by cheers from their soldiers.  

The Shizukesa Oasis Camp 

The Unicorn refer to this oasis as Shizukesa (“Serenity”) and use it as the base for their winter maneuvers every year.  Normally, only a single squad is posted here, and their tent is now lost amid the vast campground sprawling in every direction.  

The spring at the center of the oasis is a large and powerful one, welling up cold blue-green water at the center of a small lake.  Immediately around the lake, the grass is green and healthy, much to the delight of the Unicorn horses, and a mixture of palm trees and date trees offer shade during the daylight heat.   

The PCs will be able to enjoy another evening of Unicorn hospitality.  However, on this occasion, the pavilion for the leaders will be smaller and their guest list more restrictive – the PCs will not be allowed inside.  

The Unicorn are generally quite raucous and excited this evening, and there is much drinking, singing, and general loss of face.  (Any PCs who actively participate in this public spectacle lose 2 points of Glory.)  They will also be placing bets among themselves on which of the three armies (Baraunghar, Junghar, or Khol) will score a victory in the initial maneuvers that begin tomorrow.  The heaviest betting is on the Khol and the Junghar – even many of the Baruanghar soldiers are betting against their own side, thereby expressing their low opinion of their commander Shinjo Kotoku.

Miya Hanzu will of course be in the pavilion with the other high-ranking guests.  If the PCs look for Shinjo Akujin, however, they will be able to locate him – he claims to be off duty this evening.  If he had any luck with a female PC, he will attempt to pursue their affair further – and if he was rejected, he will make a second and more persistent attempt.  Either way, if he is successful, he will leave his lover shortly after midnight, with a smirking promise to see her again. 

This evening will otherwise pass uneventfully.  For the PCs, unless they are Unicorn, this night is liable to be a restless one, however.  The temperature drops sharply after sunset, and the stars blaze down from a sky that seems strangely unfriendly, despite the familiar constellations.  There are also occasional alien, blood-chilling cries from unknown desert animals.  Altogether, most of the PCs should feel very much that they are in a threatening foreign environment.

If any PC decides (most likely out of paranoia) to stand watch overnight, allow that PC to roll Perception/Hunting at TN 25.  With a success, the PC happens to be looking up at the face of Lady Moon and briefly sees a human shape silhouetted against the white half-circle.  The glimpse is so brief that the PC is not sure what they actually saw.  

Scene Three: The Games Begin

The next morning, war-trumpets and drums again awaken the Unicorn at dawn, as the first maneuvers begin.  All Unicorn PCs will be expected to participate in these maneuvers.  All Shinjo, Moto, and Iuchi/Horiuchi PCs will be assigned to the Baraunghar army, while Utaku PCs are with the Junghar (the Khol army is hand-picked by the Khan, and none of the PCs have distinguished themselves enough for such an assignment).

The non-Unicorn PCs will accompany Seppun Munemori and the rest of the guests as they are escorted out into the desert by a picked guard of Moto bushi.  Moto Temujin accompanies them as well.  PCs who look for Shinjo Akujin, however, will be disappointed.  If they ask where he is, no one seems to know, although it is generally assumed he is on some sort of mission for the Khan.

 A two-hour ride takes them farther into the desert, to a low butte which looks down on a great rolling plain of sand, rock, and intermittent scrub grass.  Temujin reigns in and looks back at Seppun Munemori.  “You wished to see what the Unicorn do in the desert, Seppun-sama,” he says, almost gritting his teeth on the honorific.  “Watch then, and see.”  He gestures down at the plain as the dust clouds of maneuvering troops rise on every side.  

The Day’s Fighting

Unicorn PCs are directly participating in the day’s fighting maneuvers, while the rest of the PCs are observing from the small plateau atop the butte.  Moto Temujin observes his troops with his face set in a grim smile, occasionally dispatching riders with new orders.  Seppun Munemori does his best to show interest as well, but it is clear that he does not really understand any of what he is seeing, and by day’s end is obviously bored and anxious to return to camp.

Unicorn PCs will be in the “belly of the beast” during this day, riding back and forth endlessly through baking heat and clouds of choking dust.  All PCs participating in the day’s action must roll Raw Stamina at TN 15 to avoid succumbing to exhaustion and overheating, a humiliating public failure that costs them 3 points of Glory and 1 point of Honor.  They are not alone in such a fate – the intensely demanding day brings down several hundred young men and women.  The victims are carried off the field and cared for in tents until they recover and are able to return to the field.   

It will generally be impossible for the PCs to tell who is actually “winning” these maneuvers, especially since no weapons are actually used and the outcome of fighting is determined by the judgment of older sensei accompanying each unit.  However, by the end of the day, PCs in the Baraunghar Army will be able to pick up a general sense that their force has done unexpectedly well.   

PCs observing the maneuvers will have a better perspective, and can roll Perception/Battle at TN 20 to try to analyze the maneuvers.  With a success, they notice that the Baraunghar Army seems to be moving and reacting very quickly and effectively, exploiting every opportunity.  By contrast, the Junghar seems to be overconfident, frequently charging in to traps, and slow to react to the Baraunghar’s unexpected speed.  By the end of the day, it is clear that the Baraunghar has had things all its own way.  

If the observing PCs call Raises on their roll, they can determine some additional information, as follows:

· With one Raise, the PC realizes that the Unicorn are using their war-banners as communication devices, rather than merely rallying points.  By dipping and waving the banners in various ways, they can send signals between units, making it easier to coordinate their movements.

· If the PC makes three or more Raises, he realizes that the Unicorn are actually using their banners to communicate over very long distances, relaying orders and information between units that cannot actually see each other.  This is unprecedented in the history of Rokugani warfare. 

With the first day’s maneuvers complete, and Lord Sun slowly descending toward the yellow-brown western horizon, the armies turn back toward Shizukesa, arriving just as twilight sets in.  

A Joyous Evening

The troops of the Baraunghar are exultant, and there is much cheering as their dust-coated units ride into the oasis.  Shinjo Kotoku himself is met with a thunderous “Banzai” cheer as he rides in, grinning through a face coated with dust, waving awkwardly to his troops.  Those Unicorns who bet on the Baraunghar hurry to collect their first winnings (the victory pays four to one), and the betting on the rest of the maneuvers quickly shifts as money flows toward the Baraunghar.  There is a general tone of relief among many of the Unicorn, especially the Shinjo, that Kotoku has shown such unexpected gifts.  Many grizzled veterans comment with satisfaction, “Blood will tell.  The boy is finally growing into a man.”    

Some PCs (especially certain female PCs) may try to locate Shinjo Akujin this evening, but find him absent.  If they ask any of the other Unicorn about this, a roll of Awareness/Investigation at TN 15 will pick up the rumor that he is away on some kind of special mission for the Khan.  No one seems to especially care what this “special mission” might be, since Akujin is unpopular. 

There is even more excitement a little later in the evening, as twilight is fading.  A freshly washed Moto Temujin emerges from the central pavilion and announces that the great Desert Race will be held tomorrow, rather than later.  “Let all true Unicorn who wish to participate present their names,” he calls, and another thunderous cheer rings across the encampment.

Signing Up for the Race

A trio of Ide Emissaries seat themselves on a Senpet rug outside the central pavilion, unroll long blank scrolls, and prepare their writing kits.  By then, lines of would-be racers are already forming in front of them.  Only three hundred samurai are allowed into the race, and there will be some jostling and a few shouts of insult and challenge as the Unicorn samurai press forward to enroll their names.

The Ide will accept any Unicorn PC who possesses a mount and wishes to participate in the Great Race.  Utaku infantry, or Unicorn who trained at another Clan’s school and therefore do not have a steed, will not be admitted to the race.  Non-Unicorn PCs will not be allowed to compete in the race unless they are training in a Unicorn school – in that case, they will be allowed to compete if their Glory is 4.0 or better.  Ronin PCs will not be allowed to compete under any circumstances.  

One of the Unicorn bushi trying to sign up is Moto Tsuto, a squat, bandy-legged man with dark skin and long, flourishing moustaches.  PCs may have encountered him previously in the adventure “Tournament of the Topaz Champion,” where he was a competitor.  Tsuto’s short stature is something of a sore point for him, and he behaves in an exaggeratedly masculine and aggressive fashion, ostentatiously and boorishly boasting of his martial skills, his horsemanship, and his alleged female conquests.  He will try to shove his way past one of the PCs, knocking them down, in order to sign up for the race before them. If the PC takes offense, Tsuto will be boastful and rude, declaring that it is not his fault that the PC was so clumsy, and dismissing any accusations by claiming he has “no time for weaklings.”  

· If the PC backs down in the face of Tsuto’s aggression, or tries to rely solely on diplomatic methods to force an apology, Tsuto strides away with a triumphant snort, and the PC loses 1 point of Glory.  The PC can, of course, try to get back at Tsuto with gossip or other indirect methods.

· If the PC issues a challenge, Tsuto is caught aback, and blusters that he must get permission from a superior before accepting.  He will use this excuse to delay the duel until after the Great Race. 
· The offended PC can get past this defense by asking for a duel to first blood (which does not require permission from a daimyo).  Tsuto will reluctantly accept such a duel.  If he loses, he will grudgingly apologize, and the PC gains 3 points of Glory.  If Tsuto wins, he unleashes a torrent of gloating and boasts, and the PC loses 5 points of Glory and 1 point of Honor. 
Aside from the problem of Moto Tsuto, there will be no difficulty for PCs to enroll in the race, as long as they do so promptly.  It takes about half an hour for the three Ide to enroll a total of three hundred competitors.  That done, all the racers are warned that the race will begin an hour after dawn.  

Miya Hanzu Enlists the PCs

During this evening, after the Unicorn PCs have had their opportunity to enlist in the Great Race, Miya Hanzu will approach the rest of the PCs and request their aid:

“This may come as a surprise to you, samurai-sans, but I am not here merely to accompany Lord Seppun Munemori-sama.  I am also here on important and dangerous business for the Imperial Herald, and I wish to request your assistance.”  Although he couches this as a request, the PCs should recognize that they have little real choice in the matter, given his social rank.  “I have been assigned to conduct a private diplomatic meeting with a dignitary of the Senpet kingdoms.  This will take place in the desert, at an isolated oasis.  Given the hazards of the Burning Sands, I believe it would be wise to provide myself with protection.  I trust I can rely on you for this honorable task, samurai-sans?”  

Hanzu is not really telling the truth – the person he is meeting is not a “dignitary,” and the meeting is hardly diplomatic in nature.  However, remember that Hanzu rolls 10k6+7 for Awareness/Deceit (Lying).  Also, even if the PCs realize that Hanzu is deceiving them, they are hardly in a position to accuse him of doing so.  If Hanzu suspects the PCs are on to him, he will actually be even more insistent that they accompany him into the desert, hoping to dispose of them there.  

Any ronin PCs are, of course, already working for Hanzu, and he will simply inform them that he will be heading into the desert tomorrow and expects them to accompany him.  

Anticipation of the Race

The Unicorn camp is abuzz until late at night about the upcoming race, and bets are already circulating on who will be the winner.  The heaviest betting is on two prominent young warriors, Shinjo Makeba and Utaku Kaya.  Both are considered to be among the most promising young warriors in their respective families, and very skilled riders.  If any of the competing PCs have Glory of 5.0 or better, they will also be favorites in the betting.  

The PCs can learn more about the race by asking around among the Unicorns:

· The race begins an hour after dawn and continues until the competitors return – typically late in the evening.

· The objective of the race is to reach the oasis of Michinori (“Distance”), the Unicorn outpost which lies farthest into the Burning Sands, and then return.  Michinori is about twenty miles away.  There are two wells between here and the oasis, which is a good thing, since some of the race is through “true desert” rather than steppe.  

· Although the racers compete quite vigorously, any actual attack on a fellow racer (or their mount) is considered cheating and is strongly frowned on.  

· Even if a competitor is unable to win, it is still important to actually finish the race, showing proper samurai spirit.  A competitor who fails to complete the race is deeply shamed, and many have been known to kill themselves for their failure.

The Race Begins

The next day dawns clear, with the eastern sky starting out a deep red and then gradually lightening, finally turning blue, as Lord Sun climbs up from the horizon.  The camp is abuzz with excitement even before daylight comes, as the Unicorn competitors awaken and prepare themselves for the Great Race.  The Race will begin one hour after dawn, and by that time the three hundred competitors are lined up at the edge of the camp, their horses jostling and snorting eagerly.  

The four daimyos (Moto Temujin, Utaku Xiuling, Shinjo Kotoku, and Seppun Munemori) stand to one side of the crowd.  (If the PCs look for Shinjo Akujin, he is still missing.)  Moto Temujin himself rides out in front of the crowd and raises a hand for silence.  “Sons and daughters of the Ki-Rin!  The Great Race is about to begin!  Let the deeds of our ancestors guide your path to victory and glory!”  He rears his horse and dances it backward on its hind legs, moving out of the path of the racers.  The unsettling howl of a Unicorn trumpet echoes across the crowd, and Temujin flings one arm forward, announcing the start of the race.  The competitors surge forward in a cloud of dust.  

A Split Party

It is quite probable – and expected – that at this point, the party will be split into two groups, with the Unicorn PCs competing in the Great Race while the rest of the party accompanies Miya Hanzu into the desert.  This is intentional – each group will face its own challenges and be able to acquire its own pieces of unsetting information.  It is left to the GM’s discretion how to best handle running the event with a split party – however, we recommend switching periodically back and forth between them, creating a cinematic “cross-cutting” effect.  We also recommend that the GM not actually keep the two groups physically separated – since there is no way for them to actually meet, it will do no harm to let each group of players see what is happening to the other.  In fact, the GM can use this to create drama and tension – for example, by introducing the sandstorm with one group before switching to the other, creating anxious anticipation.  

Scene Four: The Great Race 

The competitors in the Great Race ride out into the Burning Sands, passing farther and farther into a “true desert” of sand and bare earth, interspersed with occasional rocky outcroppings and scattered clumps of weak, dry grass.  Although the riders initially surge ahead in a gallop, the sensible among them quickly slow their pace in order to keep from exhausting their horses. The race is a long one, a test of wisdom and endurance rather than speed.   

There are a total of six “legs” to the race – three on the way out and three coming back, divided by the two wells and the oasis of Michinori.  Each “leg” requires the competitor to make a Horsemanship roll in order to keep up the pace and remain in the race.  

· During the ride out to Michinori Oasis, the three rolls are all Awareness/Horsemanship.  The first two rolls are at TN 15 and the third roll is at TN 20.  

· On the return trip, both the PCs and their mounts are becoming tired.  The roll becomes Stamina/Horsemanship.  The TNs are 20 for the fourth and fifth legs, and 25 for the final leg.

· It is important to note that all of the PCs will be separated during the race – over these distances, it will be impossible for them to stay together, even if they wish it.   

A PC who fails two or more total rolls, or who fails the roll for the final leg of the race, has lost too much ground and is no longer in contention to win the race.  However, if the PC fails three or more rolls, s/he is in danger of failing to finish the race at all.  Such PCs must make an additional Stamina/Horsemanship roll at TN 30 in order to finish the race successfully, trailing into the Unicorn camp late at night.  Otherwise, they lose a full Rank of Glory and a half-rank of Honor for their humiliating personal failure.

The Oasis of Michinori

The competitors reach the Michinori Oasis in mid-afternoon. It is located right on the edge of the deep desert, and looking north or west the PCs can see nothing but rolling yellow-gold sand dunes.  The oasis itself is a muddy pool of water, shaded with a few palm trees.  A single tent is pitched beneath the trees, with a pair of Unicorn horses tied up nearby.  Two Unicorn bushi stand next to the tent, watching the competitors ride in and out.  They will hand out rice balls and fresh water to the racers.  A PC who rolls Simple Awareness at TN 20 notices that the two bushi seem uneasy.  If asked, the Unicorn complain that the air “doesn’t feel right” and warn the PCs to beware of sandstorms.

The Sandstorm

The sandstorm will strike during the fourth leg of the race (after the PCs have made their Horsemanship roll). Allow each competing PC to roll Awareness/Hunting (Survival) at TN 20.  (If the PC got the warning from the bushi at Michinori Oasis, the TN is only 15.)    With a success, the PC notices a rising hot breeze and an ominous cloud of yellow-brown sand and dust to the north.  The PC will have time to seek shelter – there are rock outcroppings within a half-mile.  If the PC does not spot the looming storm, it will strike with only a few minutes of warning, and the PC will be trapped in the open.      

The air turns an ugly smudgy yellow-brown color, and the sound of the wind rises to an unearthly, keening howl.  Sand and grit blast against your skin with unnatural power, and the dry, powdery dust forces its way into your eyes and mouth.  Your horse neighs plaintively, setting its shoulders against the storm. 

PCs who successfully detected the approaching storm and took shelter are able to weather the storm with only mild discomfort.  But PCs who are trapped out in the midst of the storm are battered and scoured by the howling sands.  They and their mounts each take 3k2 damage.  Furthermore, once the storm abates, they will find themselves lost and disoriented, imposing an additional +5 TN penalty on their next Horsemanship roll (in addition to any Wound penalties).

During the storm, each PC should roll Raw Perception at TN 15.  With a success, the PC manages to spot a naked human body, tumbling across the surface of the desert, blasted and blackened by the howling sand.  The PC sees the body for only a few moments, at the limit of visibility.  (If the PC is foolish enough to try to chase the body out into the storm, it will prove impossible – visibility is too poor.  Furthermore, if the PC was under shelter, attempting to follow the body will create the effects of being unsheltered: 3k2 damage and +5 TN to the next Horsemanship roll.)  

If any PC spotted the corpse, allow that PC to make a Perception/Investigation roll at TN 25.  With a success, the brief glimpse convinces the PC that they saw the face of Shinjo Kotoku, the Shinjo family daimyo – who they saw that morning when the race began.  

The storm dies down after about two hours, as quickly as it arose.  The PCs are free to continue the Race.

Jafar the Bandit

At the end of the fifth leg of the race, when the PCs approach the well, they will encounter an unusual obstacle:

Ahead of you is the welcome sight of the well, a low stone rim rising from the bleak soil, the setting sun throwing its shadow across the land.  However, standing next to the well is a tall, strange animal with a humped back and a long neck.  Next to the animal, leaning against the bleached stone wall of the well, is a man, dressed in loose-fitting garments of dirty gray-white, his dark hook-nosed face barely visible beneath a smudged yellow hood.  He holds a curved sword, its gleaming polish a contrast to the rest of his dirty and unkempt appearance, balancing the back of the blade on his shoulder.  “Welcome, traveler!” he calls in a grotesque accent.  “I am Jafar.  Do you wish to drink from my well?  I am sorry, there will be a fee of five gold coins.”  

The animal is of course a camel, and Jafar is a bedouin bandit.  He is trying to take advantage of the Great Race to enrich himself.  He has watched the race and knows that the competitors are scattered out, arriving at the well one at a time.  He will try to intimidate the PCs into paying him to let them drink from the well.  The PCs have essentially five options for dealing with Jafar:

· Pay him the five koku.  He accepts the money with a sneer and a bow, and steps aside, allowing PC and mount to drink.  The PC loses 3 points of Honor for submitting to a bandit’s bullying. 

· Bargain with Jafar to pay a lower amount.  This will require skillful role-play and also defeating him in an Opposed Roll of Awareness/Commerce.  With a success, they can persuade him to reduce his price (perhaps as low as 1 koku), but they will lose 2 points of Honor for solving the problem in this manner. 

· Try to threaten Jafar into backing off.  He is an arrogant and self-confident man, but a PC who can be sufficiently threatening can force him to retreat. This will require a very well role-played threat and a roll of Willpower/Deceit (Intimidation) at TN 30.  He will be more reluctant to back down to a female PC, since he has an extremely chauvinistic attitude toward women, and such a character will have to call a Raise on this roll in order to succeed.

· Bypass both Jafar and the well.  This can be easily done, since it will take Jafar a couple of minutes to mount his camel and the animal cannot keep pace with a horse.  However, the PC will suffer a +10 TN penalty to all remaining rolls in the race, due to dehydration afflicting PC and mount alike.

· Fight Jafar.  He is a formidable warrior, but a skilled PC can defeat him – if he is reduced to the +20 or Down rank, he will try to flee.  It may be noted that Jafar is quite contemptuous of female warriors, and will be foolishly overconfident against them (not spending Void, for example).        

The Final Run

PCs who have managed to remain in the competition (by succeeding on at least four of the six Horsemanship rolls, including the final one) find themselves in a small group of riders who are in the lead during the final sprint to the oasis of Shizukesa.  Besides any PCs, this group includes the two “favorites” (Shinjo Makeba and Utaku Kaya) and Moto Tsuto.  

Ahead of you, the sky is fading from twilight dark blue to night black, the first stars twinkling. The great Unicorn camp at Shizukesa is visible as a glowing cluster of yellow lights on the horizon, and you can distantly hear the cheers as the Unicorn anticipate the return of the lead racers.  

To determine who wins the final sprint to the finish line, each competitor must roll Willpower/Horsemanship.  Note that Wound penalties for both the riders and the mounts apply to this roll.  The highest total roll wins.  Shinjo Makeba rolls 8k4 with a +3 Wound penalty, and Utaku Kaya rolls 7k3 with a +5 Wound penalty.  Moto Tsuto has no Wound penalties and rolls 7k3.  If no PCs are in the final race, the winner will be Shinjo Makeba.  

Cheating?

Normally, none of the Unicorn competitors will “cheat” in any conventional sense.  However, if any PCs quarreled with Moto Tsuto before the race, during the final sprint he will bring his horse over next to theirs and attempt to shoulder them off their mount under cover of darkness.  This is an Opposed Roll of Strength/Horsemanship.  If Tsuto succeeds, the PC will be knocked off and finishes well behind the other finalists.  If Tsuto fails, he will quickly draw his horse away again (a PC can choose to follow him and try to return the favor, of course).  

A PC can, of course, attempt to cheat in some way – trying to sabotage other riders, casting spells on them (or arranging for others to do so), and so forth.  It will be up to the GM to adjudicate whether such dishonorable actions succeed, and to assess a suitable Honor loss and Infamy penalty on the PC.     

Scene Five: A Meeting in the Desert

Around mid-morning, Miya Hanzu will come to the PCs and announce that it is time to depart for his meeting with the Senpet.  He has already made arrangements with the Unicorn to allow him and his escorts to travel into the desert unmolested.  He orders to PCs to make sure they have water and provisions for a day’s ride into the desert.  

Your ride is slow and uneventful, the sun beating down on you fiercely as you leave the oasis of Shizukesa behind you and enter the deep desert of the Burning Sands.  Within a few miles, as the oasis fades into a blue-black smudge on the horizon, and the ground before you has changed from hardened earth and brown scrub grass to an open, endless expanse of yellow-gold sand.  Your mounts snort unhappily as their hooves sink into the soft, yielding sand, and the occasional breezes which drift across the landscape are as dry and hot as the sand itself.  

The PCs spend much of the day riding through the desert.  Miya Hanzu leads the group, showing no hesitation at riding into such an empty and trackless landscape, and occasionally consults a small object of metal and glass which he carries in his sleeves.  (This is a Thranish compass, although the PCs will not recognize it unless they have ranks in Lore; Thrane or some similar skill.)  Any PC who rolls Intelligence/Navigation at TN 20 or Intelligence/Hunting (Survival) at TN 30 can tell that they are traveling due northwest from the Shizukesa oasis.  

Miya Hanzu will for the most part remain silent during this trip, except for occasionally making course corrections and stopping every two hours for water and a few minutes of rest.  If the PCs ask him for more information about their mission, or about who they are meeting, he will coldly remind them of their place: “I have been entrusted with this mission by the Imperial Herald himself.  Your task is simply to guard me.”  

The PCs will see mirages several times during the heat of the day: shimmering images of cities, lakes, and forests, floating above the horizon.  Hanzu ignores these visions, and warns the PCs against them.  “These are merely illusions spawned by this foul place.”

Around mid-afternoon, the PCs see another vision hovering on the horizon, this one showing a cluster of the strange desert palm trees.  As they come closer, however, the mirage reveals itself to be a reality: a small oasis, a pool of clear blue water surrounded by palm trees.  A small circular tent of pale yellow silk is pitched on the far side of the water, with a pair of strange hump-backed animals (camels) standing behind it.  A man in a loincloth is seated cross-legged on the sand in front of the tent, and as the PCs ride closer, he rises and goes inside.  A few moments later he reemerges, followed by another, older man wearing the white robes and burnoose of the Senpet.    

Hiya Hanzu turns in the saddle and speaks to the PCs in a low voice.  “This is Al-Azar, an emissary of the Senpet.  He does not speak our tongue, and we are meeting here in secret.  You will be responsible for protecting us while we consult inside his tent.”  

As the PCs ride to the oasis, each of them can roll Awareness/Hunting (Survival) at TN 20.  With a success, the PC notices a rising hot breeze and an ominous cloud of yellow-brown sand and dust to the north.  

The Meeting with Al-Azar

Al-Azar is a tall, lean older man with a heavily lined face and a neatly trimmed salt-and-pepper moustache and goatee.  He wears abundant gold jewelry, including rings, necklaces, and earrings, and carries a knife in a delicately carved ivory sheath.  His teeth are long and very white, and he shows them often in broad smiles.  There is a faint odor of spices and oil about him, unsettling to a Rokugani.  

The man in the loincloth is a slave similar to the ones the PCs saw at Bugaisha: a short, muscular man with tanned skin and straight dark hair.  He wears only a loincloth and sandals, and carries no weapons or gear.  He never speaks, and responds to others only with gestures and bows.  In point of fact, his tongue has been removed from his mouth, although the PCs will probably not learn this unless he is injured and tries to cry out.  

Al-Azar and Hanzu will speak together in Senpet, exchanging cordial greetings, wishes for good health, and so forth.  After this, they will depart to the interior of the tent, Hanzu instructing the PCs to wait outside and stand guard.  The slave will seat himself outside the entrance to the tent, preventing any unwanted intrusions.     

· If any of the PCs have shown (or admitted) that they speak Senpet, Hanzu will signal Al-Azar to guard his words around them by saying, “These are my bodyguards.  They are quite knowledgeable and I trust them implicitly.”  Al-Azar nods, smiling.  

· If any of the PCs bring attention to the rising winds and sand-clouds, he will speak briefly with Al-Azar, asking him about this.  The old Senpet smiles broadly.  “There is nothing to worry about,” he says to Hanzu, who relays this information to the PCs.  “This storm is our friend, and comes to ward us against any who might spy upon our meetings.  Fear it not.”

· If any PCs ask about why they are needed to guard a meeting in such a remote and empty place, Hanzu impatiently snaps at them.  “The Burning Sands are a dangerous place, and these ‘empty’ lands are full of bandits and barbarians.  Be on your guard!”

· If any PC asks the name of the slave, Hanzu will refuse to relay the question.  If the PC asks in Senpet, Al-Azaf laughs.  “You may call him ‘tool’ for that is what he is,” he declares, chuckling.  

· If any of the PCs is wearing a pendant from the merchant Al-Sayyid, Al-Azaf will look at the PC oddly.  He inquires through Hanzu how the PC acquired “that peculiar Senpet artifact.”  If the PC answers honestly, he smiles and shrugs, apparently dismissing the matter.  If the PC refuses to answer, or tries to counter with questions of his own, Al-Azaf’s face darkens and he snaps at Hanzu, “Are all your samurai so ill-mannered?”  Hanzu apologizes and scolds the PC for rudeness, costing the PC a point of Glory.

A Storm and a Meeting

Once Miya Hanzu and Al-Azaf go inside their tent, the PCs will be left at loose ends, waiting around the oasis for the secret discussions to end.  The sandstorm will swell and loom ominously, uttering a howl of wind and blistering sand and dust, growing ever closer.  The PCs may well be quite alarmed by this.  However, the slave will try to obstruct them from entering the tent, to the point of physically standing in their way with his arms spread.  If the PCs shout past him, or physically barge past him into the tent, Miya Hanzu will tell them not to worry about the weather.  “This storm is not a threat.  Calm yourselves.”

The storm will billow up to the oasis and them, bizarrely, splits and flows to either side.  Within moments, the oasis is completely surrounded by roaring wind and churning sand and dust.  Within the oasis, however, the PCs endure only dry winds and occasional eddies of dust.  It will be obvious that some sort of magic or supernatural influence is at work here – however, if any shugenja PCs try to Commune and learn what is happening here, they will find the spirits in the storm are strangely uncooperative, unable to explain what they are doing or who is commanding them.  A PC who rolls Intelligence/Lore (Shugenja) at TN 25 (TN 15 for members of the Unicorn Clan) will recall the stories of Meishodo, the “name magic” which the Unicorn Clan discovered in the Burning Sands, which involved bypassing the spirits to directly control the natural elements.  

Listening In

Some PCs may wish to try to eavesdrop on the “negotiations” between Miya Hanzu and Al-Azaf.  This can be done physically by slipping up to the back of the tent (if they go near the front of the tent, the slave will shoo them away).  In order to hear anything, an eavesdropping PC will need to roll Raw Perception at TN 20.  With a success, they can catch intermittent words and phrases of murmured conversation in Senpet. If the PC speaks Senpet, s/he can make out a few specific words and phrases: “heart,” “life,” “a difficult process,” “hide in a secure place,” “enemies,” and the peculiar phrase, “Doomseekers.”  

· A PC who hears the word “Doomseeker” can roll Intelligence/Lore (Shugenja) or Lore (Unicorn) at TN 25 to recall stories of some strange order among the Senpet, devoted to killing evil sorcerers.  

Shugenja PCs may try to use magic to listen in on what is inside the tent.  This, however, proves unwise.  Al-Azaf is constantly on alert for magical scrying, and reacts with an immediate counter-charm: the PC experiences a sudden, searing headache, and must roll Raw Willpower at TN 25 or be left blinded and helplessly nauseous for several minutes, retching into the sand.  If the PC makes the roll, they are not sick, but the headache still prevents them from using their magic effectively.

What’s In the Tent?

Some PCs may manage to briefly enter the tent (such as barging their way in to report the oncoming storm).  They may also manage to sneak a look inside the tent through stealth or magic.

The interior of the tent is luxurious, the floor and walls covered with elaborately woven rugs.  The furnishings include a low round wooden table with folding legs, an assortment of small silk cushions, several small chests and cabinets, and an elaborate structure of glass and wicker which emits puffs of a strange-smelling smoke (a hookah).   The entire place is suffused with a thick odor of smoke, foreign spices, and some unidentifiable but unsettling odor.

The Doomseekers Attack

Miya Hanzu was wise to bring the PCs with him, for Al-Azaf is a khadi, a heartless sorcerer.  The order of the Doomseekers has been hunting for him for many years, and have tracked him to this meeting place.  A small group of their warriors manages to force its way through the sandstorm to attack.  

If some of the PCs are making a point of standing guard, patrolling, or otherwise staying on alert, they can roll Perception/Battle at TN 20 to notice shadowy forms moving within the edge of the sandstorm.  This will afford them a few moments to prepare for action (drawing and readying weapons, pulling scrolls, etc).  If none of the PCs are on alert, or if none of them make the roll, their first warning of trouble will be when the Doomseeker warriors charge out of the sandstorm with scimitars drawn, shrieking fierce, ululating war-cries.  In this case, the PCs will immediately be in melee, with no time to prepare.

The Doomseekers are men of Senpet blood, their faces and beards caked with dust, their exposed skin scoured bloody by the sandstorm.  They wear loose yellow-brown robes, but underneath those, their limbs and torsos are wrapped tightly in ribbons of white cloth – this cloth affords them some physical protection, similar to carapace armor, and has also been imbued with various prayers and blessings designed to protect them against the magic of the khadi.  They carry scimitars and daggers.  These men are fanatics, more than willing to die in order to accomplish their mission – which is to capture Al-Azaf.  (They know they cannot kill him, but hope to be able to hold him prisoner until they can find a way to do so.)  They will try to kill all of the PCs, Miya Hanzu, and the slave (who will throw himself into the path of the first Doomseeker to reach the tent, grappling him and holding on until killed).  

· If any of the PCs are wearing amulets from Al-Sayyid, the Doomseekers will attempt to defeat those PCs non-lethally (knocking them down, disarming them, etc).  They will not endanger their mission to protect these PCs, however.

· The Doomseekers will fight to the death and will neither retreat nor surrender.  Their training and fanaticism allows them to continue functioning until very near death.  

· The Doomseekers’ cloth wrappings grant them one rank of Carapace and +5 Magic Resistance against all forms of magic.  

· Against an average or High-Rank party, the total number of Doomseekers will be equal to the total number of the PCs at the oasis.  Against a Low-Rank party, there will be one fewer Doomseeker than there are PCs.  

Al-Azaf Intervenes?

If the PCs actually are in danger of losing the fight, or any of the Doomseekers manage to make it into the tent, Al-Azaf will take action.  He shouts a word in a strange, grotesque-sounding tongue (not Senpet or any other identified language), and the ground shakes as a tremendous thunderclap echoes through the air.  The Doomseeker closest to Al-Azaf literally bursts, rupturing from within like an overripe fruit.  If this does not turn the tide of the battle, the khadi will use this power one more time, then try to flee with his slave (the sandstorm opens around him, allowing him safe passage, while closing up behind to obstruct pursuit).  He shows no concern for the fate of Miya Hanzu or the PCs.  

Aftermath of Battle

Most likely, the PCs will defeat the Doomseeker attack. Soon after the attack ends, the sandstorm also dies down, allowing late-afternoon sunlight to shine through clouds of drifting dust.  

Al-Azaf and Miya Hanzu emerge from the tent to view the carnage.  Hanzu is clearly a bit shaken by the attack and speaks to Al-Azaf, remarking in Senpet, “You were right to caution me.”  The khadi, by contrast, seems calm and relaxed, and walks about looking at the corpses with a casual, amused expression on his face.

If any of the Doomseekers are still alive and conscious, they will spit and snarl at Al-Azaf, calling him “monster” and “demon” in Senpet.  The sorcerer looks irritated, turns to Miya Hanzu, and says, “Order your warriors to kill this dog.”  Hanzu is visibly disgusted but orders the PCs to kill the survivors.  

· If the PCs kill the survivors, Al-Azaf nods, looking pleased.  He makes a sweeping bow to Miya Hanzu, presents him with a scroll, and then orders his slave to begin packing up the tent.  Hanzu looks quietly pleased as he orders the PCs to mount up and accompany him back to Shizukesa Oasis.

· If the PCs refuse, Al-Azaf is angry, and does the deed himself, slitting the Doomseekers’ throats with his dagger.  He tells Miya Hanzu, “It seems this matter will require further consideration,” then turns away sharply and orders his slave to begin packing up the tent.  Hanzu is livid, coldly ordering the PCs to accompany him back to Shizukesa.   (The PCs will lose Glory for disobeying Hanzu’s command – he will slander their names in court once they return to the Empire.)  

Either way, Miya Hanzu will refuse to tell the PCs anything about his discussions with Al-Azaf, and dismisses any questions or suspicions from them as “impertinent.”  He is silent and remote during the ride back to Shizukesa Oasis.  The PCs arrive there just after sunset, in time to witness the end of the Great Race.

Conclusion

With the Great Race concluded (and bets paid off), Moto Temujin graciously announces that the winter maneuvers will be placed on hold for a day while the Unicorn Clan celebrates the winner.  The Unicorn enjoy a wild night of revelry and celebration.  

If a PC actually won the Great Race, that PC is showered with praise and adulation, gaining a full Rank (ten points) of Glory and a half Rank (five points) of Status.

Miya Hanzu will depart back to the Empire the next day.  He allows any ronin PCs to accompany him back to the border of Rokugan, where he pays them their three koku and dismisses them.   

After the winter maneuvers resume two days later, it quickly becomes apparent that Seppun Munemori is fast losing interest.  Three more weeks of watching mock warfare leave him dazed and exhausted, and many of the other guests begin finding excuses to depart early.  When the winter maneuvers finally end and Moto Temujin releases his samurai to attend Winter Courts in other lands, Munemori is almost effusive with relief.     

Asking Questions

Some of the PCs may decide to do some research among the Unicorn about their strange experience in the desert.  

· The word “Doomseekers” can be identified as an obscure order among the Senpet that is devoted to bringing “death to the deathless.”  No one really knows what the phrase means, however.  In the past, at least one Unicorn, Iuchi Karasu, claimed to belong to the order.  

· No Unicorn has ever encountered men dressed and equipped as the Doomseekers were.

· If any PC tries to start an investigation into the body they saw during the sandstorm, they will be dismissed as delusional.  Shinjo Kotoku is clearly present and accounted for, and not only that, but leading the Baraunghar with skill and energy.  The PCs do not have the rank to make any accusations against him, and if they are too outspoken on this issue, they will lose significant Glory (possibly even gain Infamy if they are Unicorn).   

The Price of Passion

Any female PC who succumbed to Shinjo Akujin’s seductive wiles will pay a very unfortunate price.  To begin with, she will lose a number of points of Honor equal to 2 plus (current Honor Rank).  Thus, an Honor Rank 3 PC will lose 5 points of Honor.

Secondly, she will gain 2 points of Shadowlands Taint.  She will not normally be aware of this, since there are no outward symptoms, but a Moto Death Priest will be able to detect it.  

Third and most serious, she must roll one die to see whether she conceives a child.  On a 1 or 2, she has done so.  There are two options she can take to deal with this problem:

· Conceal the pregnancy and get rid of the child (giving it away, infanticide, etc).  The PC cannot play the adventures “Winter Court: Shiro Hanagensai” or “The Future is Unwritten.”  The PC gains Dark Secret: Illegitimate Child.  

· Admit the pregnancy.  The PC becomes ronin (unless she chooses seppuku instead).  She gains Bad Reputation: Illegitimate Child and Dependent: Child.  She must spend 2 koku every adventure to support her child.  

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-playing:


+1 XP

PCs defeat the Doomseekers

+1 XP


OR

PCs survive the Great Race

+1 XP

Total Possible Experience:

4 XP

Appendix: NPCs and Enemies

Miya Hanzu, Agent of the Imperial Herald

	FIRE 4
	  AIR 4

	
	Awareness 5

	EARTH 4
	WATER 3 

	Willpower 5
	Perception 5

	VOID 4


TN to be Hit: 25


School/Rank: Otomo Courtier 3/Unknown 2 (Insight Rank 5)


Rank One: No involuntary loss of Honor for using the Deceit skill.  Any time he successfully uses the Deceit skill against someone, he gains a Free Raise on a future Contested Social Skill Roll against that person.  These Raises may be “saved up” and used together, but he may not use more at one time than his School Rank.


Rank Two: If an opponent in an Opposed Social Skill Roll makes a Test of Honor, he may spend a Void point to force the Test to fail.  He does not need to spend the Void point if he is speaking on behalf of the Emperor.


Rank Three: May roll Awareness at a TN of target’s Insight x 5 to learn all of a target’s Allies and Enemies.  May publicly demand Allies from the target by making three Raises on a Contested Courtier roll.

Honor/Status/Glory: 0.5/5.0/1.6

Skills: Acting (Disguise) 5, Athletics 3, Battle 2, Calligraphy (personal Cipher) 5, Courtier (Manipulation, Political Maneuvering) 5, Deceit (Intimidation, Lying) 7, Defense 5, Etiquette (Bureaucracy, Sincerity) 7, Forgery 4, Games (Go) 2, Horsemanship 4, Investigation 6, Knives 6, Lore: Heraldry 5, Lore: History 4, Medicine 2, Meditation 4, Peasant Weapons 4, Stealth (Shadowing, Sneaking) 5, Storytelling 4, Tea Ceremony 2, Theology 3, Underworld 4. 

Mastery Abilities: May disguise himself as a member of another Clan/profession/social caste/gender.  Adds 10 to the total of any Contested social roll made against him.  Adds his Defense skill rank to his TN to be Hit, and may go into Full Defense as soon as Initiative is rolled.  When using Knives, Wound penalties are reduced by Rank in Knives skill.

Advantages/Disadvantages: Allies (many), Apparent Honor (rank two), Blackmail (many), Bland, Heartless, Higher Purpose (to serve Miya Shikan), Multiple Schools, Social Position (aid to Miya Shikan)/Dark Secrets (many), Driven (to serve Miya Shikan). 
Equipment: Fine kimono, fine court dress, tanto, fan, steed, 20 koku.

Moto Tsuto, Boastful Unicorn 

	FIRE 2
	  AIR 3

	Agility 3


	Reflexes 4

	EARTH 3
	WATER 3

	
	Strength 4

	VOID 2


TN to be Hit: 20 (30 in heavy armor)


School/Rank: Moto Bushi 2


Rank One: May wield a non-polearm two-handed weapon in one hand, and rolls an extra die for damage when doing so.  When mounted or making a Full Attack, rolls two additional dice for attack.  Add Earth to total of damage rolled.  


Rank Two: May subtract (Willpower + School Rank) from total of Wounds inflicted by any damage roll against him, to a minimum of 1 Wound.  Adds Water ring to all attack rolls.

Honor/Status/Glory/Infamy: 2.1/1.1/2.4/0.5

Skills: Athletics 3, Defense 2, Etiquette 2, Heavy Weapons 3, Horsemanship 4, Hunting 2, Iaijutsu 2, Jiujutsu 2, Kenjutsu (scimitar) 3, Kyujutsu 2, Lore: Heraldry 2, Lore: Horses 1, Medicine 1, Storytelling 2. 

Mastery Abilities: May use Full Attack and Full Defense while mounted.

Advantages/Disadvantages: Bishamon’s Blessing, Death Trance, Quick Healer/Benten’s Curse, Overconfident, Small.
Equipment: Kimono, heavy armor, Unicorn warhorse, daisho set (scimitar in place of katana), ono, traveling pack, purse with 8 koku.

Jafar the Beduin

	FIRE 3
	  AIR 3

	
	Reflexes 4

	EARTH 3
	WATER 3

	
	Strength 4

	VOID 2


TN to be Hit: 27
School/Rank: Beduin Warrior (Insight Rank 2)


Technique: The Beduin are adept at striking with the lethal swiftness of a desert viper, so that their foes will fall before the fight has even begun.  They keep all rolled dice on Initiative.  In addition, they add their Air ring to their TN to be Hit.  

Honor/Status/Glory: 0.3/na/na

Skills: Animal Handling (Camels) 3, Athletics 3, Commerce 3, Deceit (Intimidation) 3, Defense 4, Horsemanship 3, Hunting (Survival) 4, Jiujutsu 3, Kenjutsu (Scimitar) 4, Knives 3, Stealth 2, Storytelling 4, Underworld 1. 

Mastery Abilities: Add Defense skill rank to TN to be Hit.  Rolls an extra die for unarmed combat damage.  May use Full Attack and Full Defense while mounted.

Advantages/Disadvantages: Strength of the Earth (rank 1)/Cruel, Social Disadvantage (gaijin). 

Equipment: Beduin clothing, scimitar (3k2), dagger (1k1), waterskin, purse with 11 koku in Rokugani money and 4 koku in Senpet money.   

Doomseeker Warriors

	FIRE 2
	  AIR 2

	Agility 3


	Reflexes 4

	EARTH 2
	WATER 3 

	Willpower 4
	

	VOID 2


TN to be Hit: 20


School/Rank: Doomseeker Warrior (Insight Rank 1)


Technique: The Doomseekers are trained to accept death willingly in order to accomplish their goal, and to resist pain right up until the moment of death.  They are all considered to have Strength of the Earth at Rank One.  In addition, their “Down” Wound level is instead a “+20” Wound level.  At the “Out” rank, they are considered to be merely “Down,” and can spend Void to take an action.  Finally, they can roll Raw Willpower at TN 20 to completely ignore their Wound penalties for one round. 

Honor/Status/Glory: 4.5/na/na

Skills: Athletics 3, Etiquette 1, Defense 2, Hunting (Survival, Tracking) 3, Kenjutsu (Scimitar) 2, Knives 2, Lore (Burning Sands) 3, Lore (Khadi) 2, Stealth 3.

Advantages/Disadvantages: Death Trance/Social Disadvantage (gaijin).
Equipment: Cloaks, cloth wrappings, scimitars (3k2) and daggers (1k1).  The Doomseekers’ blessed cloth wrappings grant them one rank of Carapace and +5 Magic Resistance against all forms of magic. 
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