Fate of the Assassin

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

by Rob Hobart

The fate of a Great Clan and the soul of a tormented man both hang in the balance.

Adventure Summary and Background

Late last summer, the Lion Champion Matsu Nimoro died, assassinated by a traitor during the final rituals proving his status to lead the Clan.  Since he was the last of his line and had died without an heir, he was replaced by Akodo Gintaku, the Steel Lion, who now leads the Lion Clan armies south toward the Shadowlands.  However, Nimoro did not actually die.  He suspected beforehand that Gintaku might attempt to arrange his death, and commanded Kitsu Shuji, daimyo of the Kitsu, to falsify his death.  Shuji succeeded in protecting his lord, and committed seppuku to conceal his actions.  (It is possible that some PCs may have witnessed Shuji’s death in the adventure “Mujina Tricks.”)  Since then, Nimoro has hidden within the Brotherhood of Shinsei, watching with increasing alarm and horror as Gintaku leads the Lion in a relentless power-grab against the rest of the Empire.  

During his time among the monks of Shinsei, Nimoro has made an unusual ally – a woman called Aisho, formerly O-Doji Koneko of the Crab Clan.  Now, Nimoro has decided the Empire’s dire condition does not allow him to remain in hiding any longer.  He has enlisted Aisho’s help to recruit trustworthy samurai as his allies.  The adventure will begin with the PCs receiving a letter from Aisho, asking them to visit her in the Shrine of Benten.  

Unfortunately, Aisho’s actions have not been as covert as she hoped.  Some of her former contacts in the Empire are now loyal to Gintaku, and the Steel Lion has learned enough to suspect Nimoro may still be alive.  He has dispatched the deadly assassin Kagekaze to dispose of his former lord.  Fortunately for the PCs, Kagekaze has grown old enough to be wracked with doubts about his own chosen path in life, and the PCs may be able to talk him into choosing an honorable end to his sordid career.  Failing that, they may be able to challenge him to a duel and bring his life to a close.
Introduction

The adventure begins with each of the PCs receiving a letter from Aisho (Handout #1).  These letters are not delivered in any secret or unusual manner – they show up normally, delivered by couriers, and the letter is written and folded in the normal manner.  

It is to be hoped that at this point in the campaign storyline, any PCs who get a letter like this will respond appropriately.  If they decide to ignore the letter, they are removing themselves from the adventure, and earn 1 XP.  More likely, they will choose to go to Benten Seido, the Shrine to Benten located in the southern Seikitsu Mountains.  This will require the PCs to arrange travel papers.  Remember that all of the PCs will get this letter at their own homes or other base of operations.  Unless they are married or otherwise closely associated to each other, the PCs will all be starting away from each other.

· Crane PCs will not need travel papers, since Benten Seido lies within Crane lands.

· PCs who are Emerald, Jade, or Sapphire Magistrates will of course be able to arrange their own travel papers.

· PCs may arrange travel papers by “cashing in” (erasing) 2 Favors, or a single Ally with at least 2 points of Influence.  (Daniel Hatcherman will not work.)

· PCs may petition their superiors for permission to make a pilgrimage to Benten Seido.  This will require a roll of Awareness/Etiquette (Bureaucracy) at TN 30.  The PC may add his/her Status Rank to the total of the roll.

· As a last resort, a PC may attempt to slip across the borders without papers.  

Part One: To the Road of Cold Winds

Regardless of whether they are coming from the northern or southern Empire, the PCs will eventually have to find their way to the road known as the Path of Cold Winds, which connects the Crane port city of Samui Kaze Toshi (Cold Wind City) with the inland territories of the Fox Clan.  The only road to Benten Seido is located along the Path of Cold Winds – the PCs can learn this easily enough simply by asking other samurai or monks.   

As the PCs traverse the Empire, they encounter many signs of trouble and instability.  The exact nature of what they see should vary depending on what part of the Empire they come from, as outlined here:

The Northern Route

If the PCs are coming from the northern Empire – the upper Crane lands, the Unicorn or Lion or Dragon lands, or the Imperial capital – they will most likely take the Three Sides River down to Aka Mizu-Umi (Red Shore Lake), from there taking a secondary road south through unaligned lands to link up with the Path of Cold Winds. 

When the PCs arrive at the southern shore of Aka Mizu-Umi, it is evening and they can clearly see the infamous red tinge the waters have carried ever since the Battle of the Hour of the Wolf, centuries ago.  Allow all the PCs to roll Simple Void at TN 25.  With a success, they see a pale woman in white robes walking along the shore.  She vanishes when they get close.

If the PCs speak with the local peasants (or roll Intelligence/Lore: Ghosts at TN 30), they will learn that the mysterious white lady has appeared from time to time ever since the great battle centuries ago that turned the lake red.  Typically, when she appears it signifies violence or war in the Empire.  

Shortly after the PCs see the ghost, the ground shudders under their feet and the surface of the lake shivers – an earthquake.  Heavy waves come ashore, foaming up to the edge of the road where the PCs are traveling, and then receding to leave wreckage and mud behind.  The PCs see the shore littered with broken weapon shafts, scraps of armor, and other ruins of recent conflict.  

· Earthquakes in Rokugan are often seen as signs of anger from the kami and the Fortunes.  If the players do not know this, they can roll Intelligence/Theology at TN 15 to remember it.    

· PCs who wish to interpret the meaning of this earthquake can roll Void/Divination at TN 25.  With a success, they realize the Lake of Blood casting up the detritus of war suggests dire things ahead – the Celestial Order is rejecting the conflicts within the Empire.

The Southern Route

If the PCs are coming from the Scorpion or Crab lands, or from the lands of the Fox, Monkey, or Sparrow, they will come south and/or east through Fox territories to pick up the Path of Cold Winds at an unaligned settlement called Valiant Daidoji Tower.

There is a distinct aura of panic throughout the southern Empire, and the PCs will see many signs of peasants beginning to flee northward – abandoned houses, occasional glimpses of commoners skulking through forests in the distance, and so forth.  The southern horizon is smudged with smoke and haze from the battles in the Crab lands.  Depending on where they travel, the PCs may see outriders from the Lion armies, preparing to move south in support of the Crab.

· The PCs pass many refugees on the road.  These include not only those fleeing the Crab lands but also refugees from the Sparrow territories, which have come under attack within the last month.  The refugees bring tales of a major impending battle at Kyuden Suzume, although they cannot say whether the Shadowlands forces were turned back or not.  

Valiant Daidoji Tower is a ronin settlement, a small town surrounded by a sturdy stockade wall.  PCs who roll Intelligence/Lore: History at TN 25 can recall its story.  It was originally claimed by the Crane after a military victory over the Scorpion, but for unknown reasons the soldiers who captured the town were cast out of the Clan.  Supposedly they have been trying to earn readmission to the Crane Clan ever since.  

When the PCs arrive, a handful of nervous-looking wave men stand at the gates, clutching weapons and carefully questioning any visitors.  They will be cautious and polite around Clan or Imperial samurai, and ask for news.  

If the PCs speak with the locals (ronin or commoners) they complain that much of their town’s ronin garrison has vanished in the last few months.  “There’s some ronin army up north, called Kenshu’s Legion, that’s working for the Lion.  Every wave-man with an ounce of ambition has been heading north to join up with them.”
There has been no Shadowlands threat in the immediate area, but banditry is on the rise and many peasants have fled to the coast.  The locals are worried they may not have enough hands to bring in the harvest this fall.  

The Coastal Route

If the PCs are coming from the coastal Crane lands or the Phoenix lands, or the off-shore Mantis territories, they most likely take a ship to Samui Kaze Toshi and walk the Path of Cold Winds from there.  

Samui Kaze Toshi is a city perched precariously on cliffs, looking down on the port below.  Narrow paths and stairs ascend the cliffs to the town, and several large cranes lift cargo to and from the harbor.  The harbor itself is crowded with ships, both Crane and Mantis – the Mantis Clan has had interests in this town for centuries, and the Daidoji Trading Council also runs much of its commercial activity through here.  With the Shadowlands invasion threatening the ports farther down the coast, both the Crane and the Mantis are shifting more of their commerce to this port.  

The town is tense and the streets are crowded with dirty, hungry-looking commoners, with beggars at every street corner and lean-to shelters in the alleyways.  The locals say refugees have been coming in for months, from as far away as Crab lands and more recently, the Scorpion and Sparrow lands.  The Mantis are bringing in food and supplies but it has not been enough to cover all of the city’s needs.  

· There are widespread rumors of a major battle at Kyuden Suzume, with Crab and Imperial Legion troops trying to defend the Sparrow citadel against an impending Shadowlands attack.  No one knows  how the battle turned out.    

Following the Path of Cold Winds

Regardless, once the PCs pass these encounters, they will reach the Path of Cold Winds.  This is a wide and relatively low pass that cuts through the coastal peaks of the Seikitsu (Spine of the World) Mountains that isolate Samui Kaze Toshi from the inland plains.  The road is well-maintained – it is in Crane lands, after all – and aggressively patrolled by small groups of Daidoji soldiers.  

The Crane troops are extremely nervous and tense, checking everyone’s travel papers carefully (hence the high TN for PCs who are avoiding the authorities).  If the PCs ask them about local conditions or dangers, they look deeply uneasy.  “All the news from the south is bad,” they say. “The Crab cannot hold out for much longer.  The Steel Lion claims he is marching to their aid, but… after fighting the Unicorn and the Scorpion, how much strength can he have left?  And this new Shogun, Toturi Kobe – a brave title, but how many troops does he have?”  

The PCs will spend one full day on the Path of Cold Winds, hiking along the gradual uphill slope.  The road winds between and around the rugged forested peaks, passing the occasional remote shrine or woodsman’s hut. As the day winds down toward evening, the PCs reach the crest of the pass and come to the Inn of Benten’s Favor.   

Part Two: The Inn of Benten’s Favor

After days of travel, you reach what seems to be the crest of this low pass through the mountains.  A narrow, jagged gully crosses the road, with a stream foaming at the bottom.  An arched wooden bridge crosses the gully. On the northern side of the bridge, a two-story inn rests on a narrow plateau, with terraced rice paddies climbing the mountainside behind it.  A narrow road branches off from the Path of Cold Winds and winds its way up into the mountains.  

This building, the Inn of Benten’s Favor, is a large and thriving establishment that feeds on the trade and commerce on the Path of Cold Winds.  The main building has enough rooms to house almost fifty guests, and boasts a bath-house and a large stable.  The terraced land behind the inn helps supply it with rice and vegetables, and the PCs will also notice clucking chickens scurrying through the yard in front of the Inn.  A pair of peasants are perched on the top of the bridge, dangling fishing lines to the mountain stream fifty feet below. 

The Inn itself is crowded, with several merchants’ wagons parked in front and draft animals neighing and lowing from the stables.  There is a sushi stand located by the road in front of the inn, and when the PCs arrive several customers are seated there. 

The PCs will all arrive within an hour of each other, and should be allowed the chance to interact, role-play, and introduce themselves.  

When the PCs enter the Inn itself, they are struck by a wave of warm air, heavily scented with smoke, sake, and food.  The common room is full of customers, samurai and commoners alike.  Many of them are pilgrims traveling to and from Benten Seido, while others are merchants and samurai passing through.       

The Innkeeper

The owner of the Inn of Benten’s Favor is a lean, hatchet-faced man in his thirties, with a jagged scar along the side of his face, pulling his mouth into a perpetual sneer.  He calls himself Akuma (although this may or may not be his real name) and PCs may recognize him from the adventure “A Day’s Sail” and as a contestant in the Emerald Tournament four years ago. Despite his unpleasant appearance, he is a gentle and soft-spoken man with a sardonic sense of humor.  He will avoid admitting anything explicit about his past, and if the PCs mention his participation in the Emerald Tournament a few years ago, he smiles, tugging the corner of his scarred mouth.  “That was another man, samurai-san.”  He carries a jitte, but does not touch any other weapon, and enforces the peace in his Inn through close attention and occasional calm interjections.     

Akuma circulates around the common room throughout the evening, and makes a point of greeting each of his guests.  He treats everyone with the same gentle courtesy, regardless of Clan or social caste.  If the PCs watch him, they will notice a couple of times that he speaks with a homely but smiling woman who emerges from the kitchens – his wife.

· If any of the PCs become angry or confrontational during their stay here, Akuma will calmly approach and ask them to calm themselves.  PCs who continue to be troublesome will lose 3 points of Glory and, if their Honor is 2.0 or better, 1 point of Honor for violating Courtesy.  If a PC engages in violence, Akuma will fight only to disarm and disable the PC (using his jitte and Jiujutsu grappling), then politely expel them from his Inn.    

· If the PCs ask Akuma for news, he can share any of the gossip listed below.  He also is personally aware of Kenshu’s Legion, since one of its recruiters tried to enlist him.  “Maeda Kenshu is a very capable man, indeed.”  If he is not speaking to a Lion, he will speak more openly: “I wonder about Kenshu’s choice of patron.  The Steel Lion is a man driven by ambition, and I fear Kenshu may have tied himself to a ship which will ultimately sink.”

· If the PCs ask about Benten Seido, Akuma smiles in a way that almost makes his scarred face handsome. “Many pilgrims come through here, samurai-san.  Once I was one myself, and the Fortune gave me her blessing.”   He can warn the PCs that the road to Benten Seido is difficult and physically taxing.  “Only those of determined soul can ascend safely.” 

The Sushi Stand

If the PCs approach the sushi stand, they find it to be a thriving establishment run by what appears to be a pleasant older man:

The pleasant odors of sushi strike your nose as you approach the stand, where several samurai and commoners are seated eating.  The crisp scent of fresh fish, the piquent smell of vinegar-sprinkled rice, the savory-sweet tone of soy sauce, and the tangy hint of wasabi form a pleasant harmony.  A pudgy monk smiles at you from behind the counter as he dips his hand into the rice bowl and forms the rice into a precise shape.  “Greetings, samurai!  May I offer you a fine meal?”

The monk who runs the sushi stand, Omoro, is actually a Kenku, traveling through the mortal world to observe, help, and tease mortals.  Omoro is also the teacher for certain PCs who have learned the Kenku Bushi School, and wishes to check on his students to see if they are properly living up to his teachings.       

Omoro enjoys teasing mortals, especially mortals who are paranoid or otherwise easily alarmed.  If any of the PCs seem like the sort to assume the worst, Omoro will start to say and do things implying that he is actually a pennaggolan – an undead blood-drinking creature who uses vinegar to conceal its nature.  PCs who start to notice Omoro’s hints can roll Intelligence/Lore: Shadowlands at TN 25 to realize what they mean.  Omoro will escalate these hints in an attempt to lure the PCs into doing something foolish or destructive.  

· If a PC tries to “investigate” Omoro further, the Kenku will continue to drop hints about being a pennaggolan and perhaps even create some “clues” to lead on the PCs.  He will try to lure the PC into doing something overt or embarrassing.

· Once the PCs finally do something inappropriate (such as casting a spell or attacking), Omoro will leap into the air, transforming into his true kenku form.  “A pity you were so untrusting, samurai!” he calls, laughing.  “Perhaps this will be a lesson to you!”  He flies away, leaving a crowd of unhappy customers behind.

Omoro and His Students: If any of the PCs are Kenku-trained (there are four such PCs in the campaign), Omoro will take a different approach.  He will speak with these PCs about their past actions and choices, about what they have done in difficult situations and why they made the decisions they did.  He actually knows everything the PCs have done, but will try to draw them out and get them to speak for themselves – and of course, whether or not they lie about their actions will be telling for him.   

· If the PCs come across as honest and honorable samurai who are using the Kenku’s gifts for the greater good, Omoro will be pleased.  “I am sure your sensei would be pleased with you,” he says, and winks.

· If the PCs come across as cynical, dishonorable, or power-hungry, Omoro frowns.  “I wonder what your sensei would think of how you have used your gifts,” he says, regarding the PC with a stern expression.  If the PC realizes his error and apologizes, role-playing with great sincerity and conviction, he can try to roll Awareness/Etiquette (Sincerity) at TN 50 to convince Omoro to forgive him.  Otherwise, Omoro reveals his true nature and announces that the PC is no longer his student.  The PC loses the Kenku Swordsman certificate of honor and can no longer gain Ranks in that school. 

Pilgrims and Guests

While the PCs are here at the inn, they will meet a number of pilgrims, some of them passing through to Benten Seido, others returning after paying their respects to the Fortune of Love.  These include monks, samurai, and even commoners – so many that the PCs will be hard-pressed to pick out notable individuals.  The GM should feel free to improvise some interesting NPCs to draw the PCs’ attention.  The following are two specific attendees: 

· Two young maidens of the Dragon Clan are on a pilgrimage to Benten Seido to seek the Fortune’s blessing on their efforts to find good husbands.  Mirumoto Amane and Kitsuki Toshie are flirtatious, giggly, happy young women, usually inseparable, and spend their time gossiping, flirting, and generally enjoying themselves.  They are honorable enough to resist any outright seduction attempts, but will take blushing delight in flirtation and other such romantic distractions. They both tend to ramble and talk for too long, in light breathless voices, especially when entranced by a handsome older man.  They are accompanied by a pair of middle-aged handmaids and a stern-faced yojimbo, Mirumoto Hametsu.

· Kitsu Hakucho, a very traditional and honorable maiden of the Lion, albeit with the delicate facial features and gray eyes of a Crane.  Hakucho’s mother was a Crane, a peacemaking marriage arranged in the aftermath of the War of Bleeding Flowers, but as a true Lion she feels vaguely ashamed of her looks.   She is intensely proud of her status as a member of the Lion Clan, and often speaks at interminable length on their past victories and triumphs.  She is returning from Benten Seido after making a pilgrimage to seek the Fortune’s blessing on her upcoming marriage to a Phoenix.  She has two serving maids who accompany her everywhere.  
· Hoshi O-Hebi, sometimes mockingly called “the Toad,” is an unusual tattooed man.  He was born into the Kitsuki family, but embraced the ways of the tsurui zumi at a young age.  He enjoys their semi-monastic lifestyle, but refuses to take many of the traditional (but not mandatory) vows such as celibacy and sobriety.  He amuses himself journeying around the Empire to demonstrate the “other side of the Dragon,” which apparently involves drinking and womanizing, and claims to be on his way home from Beten Seido after praying to the Fortune for “good fortune with all my lovely ladies.”  He always carries a bottle of sake and will celebrate almost anything by proposing a toast with whoever is closest to him and shouting “kampai!” until they drink.  He frequently makes lewd puns, sets up double-entendres, and hits on anyone (male or female) he can.  If others take offense at his behavior, he will pass it off as a joke or an exercise in testing their enlightenment.  This evening he will be especially interested in the two young maidens from his Clan, although they will find his attentions quite disgusting.

News and Gossip

The guests at the inn are from all over the Empire (unsurprising at an inn located next to one of the Empire’s most prominent shrines) and many of them have brought news and gossip from all corners of Rokugan.  PCs will hear murmured conversations and drunken rambling about war and catastrophe.  PCs who listen to the conversations, or who seek out gossip, can roll Awareness/Courtier (Gossip) at TN 20 to pick up news:

· More information has been trickling down from the north regarding the clashes between the Unicorn and the Phoenix.  The Lion claim the Unicorn violated the truce and attacked the Phoenix army, wiping out four of the Elemental Masters and their accompanying troops.  The Lion struck in retaliation and largely destroyed the Unicorn Baraunghar Army.  Of course, this entire story is based solely on the word of the Lion, since there were no survivors from the other two armies.

· Messengers have confirmed that Akodo Gintaku is leading two Lion armies south to confront the Shadowlands forces in Crab lands.  The battle could come within a month.

· There are rumors that Toturi Yukihime has decided to travel to the Imperial Capital and proclaim herself Empress.  This seems a very bold move, and some of the gossipers speculate that she must be doing it because Akodo Gintaku is so far from the capital right now.

· There has been a rash of earthquakes across the country, suggesting the Fortunes and kami are deeply angry with the state of the Empire.  Many guests also report seeing a variety of bad omens, such as dead fox spirits, swarms of frogs on the road, and similar tales.

Part Three: The Road to Benten Seido

Presumably the PCs will spend a restful night at the Inn of Benten’s Favor (there is no reason for them not to do so, and they are not trying to beat a deadline).  The next day they will be able to head up the side-road to Benten Seido.

Once the PCs start up the road, they find it to be difficult going.  The path winds up between the crags, often changing into a rough-hewn staircase.  Loose rocks or widely varying size are scattered across the path, and in several places trees have fallen across the route.  PCs who examine these obstacles can roll Perception/Engineering at TN 20 or Perception/Battle (Mass Battle) at TN 30 to realize they have been created deliberately.  PCs who roll Intelligence/Theology at TN 30 (or a suitable Lore skill such as Lore: Brotherhood of Shinsei) will remember legends that the monks of Benten Seido deliberately obstruct the road to their shrine in order to test pilgrims.

Initially, the obstacles will simply slow down the PCs, forcing them to pick their way carefully past rocks and trees.  However, the higher up the road they go, the more difficult the travel will become.  Along the way, the PCs will begin to encounter other pilgrims, both those ascending to the shrine like themselves, and those returning to the Empire after paying homage to the Fortune of Romantic Love.  

The First Obstacle

About an hour up the path, the PCs will come to a narrow gully where the road passes in between two steep rocky crags.  A rockfall has largely blocked this gully with stones, loose earth, and a couple of fallen trees.  Several eagles and large ravens are circling overhead or perching on the rocks above, peering down and cawing irritably – their nests were accidentally destroyed when the rockfall happened, and while the monks who brought down the stones have offered prayers of apology, the birds are still angry.

In order to traverse this obstacle physically, the PCs will need to roll Strength/Athletics (Climbing) at TN 25.  Failure means the climbing PC falls back down and suffers 2k1 Wounds from landing on sharp rocks.  (A PC who suffers 15 or more Wounds from this fall has twisted an ankle, and is considered Lame until magically healed or a week passes.)  

· Climbing gear such as grapple hooks or climbing claws will award a Free Raise on the Athletics roll. 

· PCs can rope themselves together to try to avoid falling with failed rolls.  If one or more roped PCs fail the Athletics roll, all the other PCs who made their Athletics rolls should make a Cumulative Raw Strength roll at TN 20 (+5 for each additional PC who is falling) to stop the fall.  Otherwise everyone falls.   

Magic will of course allow some PCs to climb or fly over the obstacle easily enough.  However, flying PCs will draw the ire of the angry birds overhead, who see them as intruding into their territory.  The birds will swarm any flying PCs, pecking and clawing.  The PC (and comrades on the ground) can try to drive off the birds with a suitable spell, physical attacks, or simply waving arms and being frightening.  Killing one or more birds will cause the rest to scatter.  Trying to frighten them requires a Raw Willpower roll at TN 20.  Alternatively, the Blessing of Chikushudo, an Inner Gift that allows animal empathy, or a spell such as Nature’s Touch can all be used to persuade the birds to leave the PC alone – this will require a Raw Awareness roll at TN 15.  If none of these measures succeed, the birds inflict 2k1 damage. If they inflict 10 or more Wounds, the PC loses an eye (gaining the Missing Eye disadvantage).  

If none of the PCs are able to get past the obstacle (unlikely, but theoretically possible), they can simply go to work moving the rocks and logs out of the way.  This will take eight hours of effort to clear a path, and the PCs will be joined by several more pilgrims over the course of the day, possibly including the two Dragon maidens (they don’t have the strength or skills to help, of course, but their yojimbo does – they will simply wait and chatter while the PCs and the bodyguard clear the road).  

The Rest Stop

Once the PCs get past the blocked gully (one way or the other), they will ascend a much steeper section of the road, much of it taking the form of stairs carved into the mountainside.  After about an hour of difficult hiking, they come to a clearing with a couple of wooden benches, clearly meant as a place to stop and rest.  The view from here is quite spectacular – the PCs can see well out onto the ocean to the south, and northward they can see the blue-green plains and forests of the south-central Empire.  

Whenever the PCs arrive, three or four exhausted pilgrims will be sitting on the benches, sharing food and water and girding themselves for the next stage of the climb – or descent.  A single monk dressed in the robes and prayer beads of the Thousand Fortunes sect is also present, cheerfully brewing tea over a campfire and serving it to the pilgrims.  He welcomes the PCs and offers them tea as well.  “A fresh brew to prepare yourself for the second part of your journey?”
The two Dragon maidens and their yojimbo will be here if the PCs did not encounter them at the rockfall.  There will also be two tough-looking older monks on their way down the hill to work on the road obstacles, and two other persons.  

· One of them is a young Crane courtier-ko named Doji Tomako, a smooth and cultured woman with a pleasant demeanor who wears her white-dyed hair in a traditional married woman’s style, long down the back, and likewise wears her traditional and understated kimono and obi in the married style.  She is accompanied by a handmaiden and is going to Benten Seido to pray for success in her secret romance with a Lion.  Her husband Doji Ginji is waiting for her back in Crane lands.

· The other person is a stranger and apparently a monk.  See the following section.     

The Stranger on the Road

The last of the pilgrims at the rest stop is a lean older man dressed in the robes of a monk, carrying a large wicker backpack and wearing a straw hat that shades his features somewhat.  His head (what can be seen of it) is shaved in the normal monastic fashion, and he holds a teacup between his well-worn fingers, sipping from it carefully. 

This man is actually Kagekaze, traveling in disguise to the monastery.  He is now a wanted man in Crane lands (due to events in the adventure “Broken Words”) and has been forced to adopt this guise in order to travel unnoticed.  His large wicker backpack contains his weapons, all carefully wrapped in cloth to prevent them from clinking or otherwise giving away its nature.  He is a bland and unmemorable man and is skilled at avoiding notice, although the small number of persons on the mountainside will make it difficult for him to completely dodge attention.    

He will be silent and unobtrusive unless the PCs speak to him.  If so, he speaks in a low and rough voice, identifying himself as “Nanashi” (Anonymous) and says he is on a journey to Benten Seido.  If the PCs ask the reason for his pilgrimage, he is silent for a moment, then lifts his head slightly – enough to show a mouth set in a serious line – and asks the PCs, “What do you hope to find there?”

Kagekaze is a tormented man, increasingly convinced that his life is an exercise in futility, yet unable to see any other way to live.  If the PCs continue to speak with him, he will cautiously converse with them – to learn whether they are a threat/obstacle to his mission, to distract himself from his own misery, and to try to understand how they can find meaning in life when he cannot.  Of course, he will maintain his persona as “Nanashi the monk” and will not do anything to reveal his true identity.  There is no real way for the PCs to see through his identity, although they may be suspicious of him.  The GM may use the following guidelines for developing his conversation in this scene:

· If the PCs say they are going to Benten Seido, he nods and sips from his tea.  “Many seek the blessings of the Fortune of Love.  I will go there myself soon, I believe.  Yet love is an obstacle to a samurai’s duty.  How can you reconcile this, I wonder?”
· If the PCs ask about his name, he says, “Nanashi is a suitable name for a man such as myself, I think. My role in life does not permit me the luxury of a true self.  Is not denial of the self something that samurai and monks alike believe in?”

· If the PCs become suspicious or make accusations, he sighs.  “Enough.  I have seen a great deal of bloodshed in my life, and I grow very weary of it.” 
· If the PCs ask what is in his backpack, or why he is carrying such a large pack, an odd, sad little smile creases his mouth.  “I carry my life on my back.  My life, and my sins.”

Ultimately, however suspicious they might become, the PCs cannot perceive Kagekaze’s true identity.  They have only seen him once or twice in their lives, and he is a bland and ordinary man.  About all they can say for sure is that this monk is probably the right age.  PCs who attempt to learn whether he is lying will have to roll Perception/Investigation (Interrogation) against his Awareness/Etiquette – with a success, they can tell there is a great deal this man isn’t telling them, and that he is in the throes of powerful emotions.  However, none of the things he says are actually untrue.   

Regardless, he will remain behind when the PCs proceed up the road, continuing to sip his tea and contemplate his future.    

Improper Player Behavior?

A few ill-mannered players may try to engage in odd or inappropriate behavior in order to “break” this encounter, such as trying to cut open Kagekaze’s backpack so that something incriminating falls out, or trying to figure out a way to identify him with magic.  Such efforts will not succeed, and the GM should not only firmly stifle such “gamist” behavior but should also inflict Honor/Glory losses as appropriate.     

The Second Obstacle

From the rest stop, the road resumes its climb up the mountains, sometimes skirting cliff-sides in narrow ledges, then other times winding upward between huge rocks and tree-lined slopes.  Loose rocks and fallen trees continue to obstruct the route.  

About thirty minutes’ climb after the rest stop, the PCs come to another significant obstacle: a rockslide that has covered the entire road with a shifting, sliding surface of loose earth and stone – with a sheer drop-off on the downslope side.  The monks who passed the PCs at the rest-stop created this landslide as part of their general program of adding obstacles to the road, but got a little too carried away.

Certain kinds of magic can easily bypass this obstacle – by flying, passing through the earth, and so forth.  PCs who do not have magical options, however, will have a much harder time.  Crossing the shifting, sloping surface will require an Agility/Athletics roll at TN 25.  A PC who fails the roll will start to slide toward the cliff.  The PC can arrest the fall by rolling Raw Strength at TN 15. 

· If the PC crossing is holding a rope, the PC(s) holding the rope can also make a separate Raw Strength roll at TN 15 to stop the sliding PC.  This can be a Cumulative Roll if multiple PCs are holding the rope.

· If the crossing PCs are roped together, those PCs who do not fail their Athletics roll must make a Cumulative Strength roll at a TN of 15 plus 5 for each additional PC (past the first) who failed the Athletics roll.  If this roll is failed, however, everyone will slide off the edge.

· Magic may be used to rescue PCs who are sliding off the cliff. 

If any PCs do slide off the cliff, they fall to the jagged lower slopes and suffer 7k5 damage.   

Part Four: The Shrine of Benten

Eventually, the PCs reach the top of the trail.  The road passes underneath a series of seven torii arches and emerges onto a plateau:

A large temple complex squats on the side of the mountain, encompassing a small plateau and ascending from there farther up the mountainside.  A huge seven-story pagoda, presumably the main temple, stands in the center of the complex, its tiled roof gleaming in the afternoon sun.  The smaller buildings and walled gardens around it seem to form almost a small town.  Farther up the slope you can see other residential buildings and smaller shrines, as well as terraced rice paddies with monks tending to them.  

As you approach the main gate of the temple complex, monks push open the great wooden doors and bow low. “Be welcomed in the shrine of Benten, noble guests!”

Benten Seido is effectively a small town, with over 150 monks in residence.  The monks do all the work here, including growing crops, cleaning, washing, and caring for any pilgrims who visit.  The PCs will see monks at work in every direction: monk sweeping, monks working on lumber or stone to repair buildings, monks at labor in vegetable gardens and the rice paddies, and so forth.  Other monks will come forward to collect the PCs’ horses and take them to the large stable in one corner of the temple complex, where they are lovingly cared for.

The main temple building is built on a high stone foundation, with a great staircase of twenty steps ascending to its open gates.  Huge bronze bells hang to either side of the entrance, with monks sounding the bells once every hour – the deep toll echoes throughout the complex and seems almost to thrum through the PCs’ bones.  

How Do We Find Her?

If the PCs immediately ask for Aisho (or, more foolishly, for O-Doji Koneko), the monks nod and smile pleasantly.  “Our sister will see you when she is able.  Until then, won’t you pay your respects to the great Fortune?”  They will give a similar answer if the PCs ask to speak with the abbot of the temple.  Regardless, they invite the PCs to pray in the main temple and offer their reverence to the Fortune of Romantic Love.

The interior of the main temple is a vast chamber, four stories high, with thick polished wooden pillars holding up the ceiling.  A giant gold-plated statue of the Fortune, twelve feet high, stands in the center of the temple chamber.  Monks scurry quietly through the temple on bare feet, changing out candles and incense, sweeping the floor, offering assistance to visiting pilgrims, and meditating before the statue.  

Some PCs may be reluctant to spend their time in meditation or prayer.  They can choose to explore the grounds of the temple, practice in its dojo, or even help with the gardening and the rice crop.  The one thing they cannot do is explore the complex of smaller buildings that climb the mountainside behind the main temple – those are the private chambers of the temple and are closed to visitors.  PCs will be politely but firmly turned away from this part of the complex.

The pilgrims who visit the shrine are offered plain, simple rooms in which to spend the night before returning down the mountain.  These are located in a long barracks-like building adjacent to the central temple.  The monks maintain a spartan bath-house (cold water only) and a simple dining hall adjacent to the guest barracks.  If the PCs ask for rooms, they will also be assigned quarters in the guest barracks.  

· If the PCs watch for other pilgrims, the two Dragon maidens and Doji Tomako will arrive within a short time. They busy themselves with praying and making offerings to the Fortune.  

· “Nanashi” the false monk will show up somewhat later.  He enters the main temple and seats himself quietly on one corner, apparently meditating.  He keeps his pack next to him.

The Abbot Arrives

Eventually, after the PCs have been waiting for a couple of hours, an elderly man with a smooth face and a charming smile comes padding toward them.  If the PCs are in the main temple, he is barefoot and his feet pad almost soundlessly on the mirror-polished wood floor.  If they are elsewhere in the complex, he will be wearing sandals and a jingasa to shade himself against the sun.  Wherever they are, he kneels and prostrates himself to the PCs, then sits back on his knees.  “Welcome, noble samurai.  Welcome!  The blessings of Benten and all her fellow Fortunes be upon you.”     

This man is Kosama, the abbot of the temple.  He knows why the PCs are here, and if they start to talk about a meeting with “Aisha” (or with O-Doji Koneko), he quietly raises one hand for silence.  Regardless, once greetings have been exchanged he will address their mission.  “I know why you are here, honored guests.  The one you wish to speak with awaits you in our temple’s private chambers.  I can take you there.  However,” he pauses and bows his head apologetically.  “The peace and safety of this temple and of my fellow monks is my responsibility, samurai.  You are men of war, but this is a place of peace.  A thousand apologies, but I must ask you to leave your weapons in our care until your meeting is concluded.”  

Kosama will not budge on this matter, and if any of the PCs insist on remaining armed he will, very apologetically, refuse to take them to meet with Aisha.  “This is not a matter on which I can compromise, honored guests.”  PCs who want to discern Kosama’s motives can roll Perception/Investigation (Interrogation) at TN 25 to realize he is actually genuinely concerned about safety, although he will avoid saying why (or why samurai guests might be considered a threat).  

· Shugenja PCs will likewise be asked to hand over their spell scrolls.  Kosama politely observes that spells are weapons just as potent as swords.

Once the PCs agree, Kosama will lead them inside, to a polished wooden cabinet where a scarred elderly monk collects their weapons and places them reverently within. The old monk is missing a couple of fingers and has the clear look of a retired samurai.   

· If any of the PCs completely refuse to part with their weapons, or refuse to attend the meeting, Kosama will look both puzzled and disappointed.  “You would travel all this way for nothing?”  If the PCs stand their ground, Kosama sighs and shakes his head.  “Well, our sister did warn us that she might not have chosen well in all her correspondence.  My brothers will be happy to escort you back down the mountain.”  Unless the PC changes tune and is willing to hand over his/her weapons, the monks will lead that PC back down the road, ending his/her participation in the adventure.

· Some PCs may plead for exceptions in the case of special weapons which they are honor-bound to keep in their presence.  Kosama will still insist they leave their weapons behind, but he will happily allow the PCs to be the ones to place their weapons in the cabinet, so that only their fingers touch the sacred blades.  

To the Meeting

Once the PCs have agreed to disarm, Kosama leads them deeper into the secure portions of the temple complex.  This is indoors, so the PCs will of course be barefoot, their feet padding almost silently on the polished wooden floors and tightly woven tatami mats.  They ascend several staircases as the complex climbs the side of the mountain, and on a couple occasions step outside to pass along a covered wooden walkway between separate buildings.

Finally, the PCs come to a smaller two-story shrine located well above the main complex, so far up the hill that they can look down on the roof of the main temple.  Kosama leads the PCs inside, and they can see a modest statue of Lady Doji in the center chamber.  However, instead of remaining there he turns aside and climbs a staircase to the second floor.  There he kneels outside a door and knocks on its frame.  “Aisha-san.  Your guests are here.”

An elderly female voice calls from inside, “Yes, yes.  Send them in, Kosama-san.”  The monk slides the door open, bows to the PCs, and gestures for them to enter.  Once they pass through the door, he slides it shut behind them and they will hear his soft footsteps descending the stairs.

Part Five: A Fateful Meeting

Inside the room, the PCs find two people waiting for them:

A small charcoal fire is burning in a low iron brazier in the center of the chamber.  Seated close to it is an old nun, her face deeply lined and grooved, her gnarled hands resting loosely in her lap.  Her face seems slightly uneven, as though slumped on one side, and ugly blotches of dark color stain her shaven scalp. Sitting in the far corner of the room is a fit young monk wearing a straw jingasa, his head bowed in prayer or perhaps meditation.  He makes no reaction to your presence.  The old woman, however, looks up at you with rheumy, deep-sunken eyes.  Something flickers across her face – uncertainty, perhaps – and she gestures with a trembling hand for you to seat yourselves.  

This old woman is of course O-Doji Koneko, now a nun called Aisha.  PCs who have played the adventures “Topaz Championship,” “Wrath of the Kami,” “Unrequited Love,” or “Winter Court: Shiro Hanagensai” (or the Interactive “Sleepless Nights”) will recognize her, although she is obviously in much worse health – her hands shake constantly and her head bobs erratically.  Other PCs can recognize her by rolling Intelligence/Lore: Heraldry at TN 30 or Lore: Crane at TN 25.

· The young monk is actually Matsu Nimoro, but due to his jingasa the PCs will not be able to immediately recognize him.

Koneko will speak with the PCs in a wavering, thready voice.  She thanks them for answering her letter and begins to speak with them about the state of the Empire and the need for honorable samurai to step forth and take action before it is too late.  At this point in the discussion she is sounding the PCs out, trying to make sure she has chosen correctly in writing to them.  She should come across as a very tired, beaten-down, self-doubting old woman who feels she must take action despite her own failures and weaknesses.  Herewith a few specific conversational gambits:

· If the PCs ask about her son Doji Sarutomo and his death three years ago (when she retired), her face seems to become even more lined as she sighs deeply.  “We all have our sins, samurai-san.  My sin is regret.  Let us leave it at that.”

· If the PCs try to ask specifically why she has called them here, she regards them cautiously.  “Indulge me, samurai-san.  I have made great mistakes in the past.  I must be sure of myself before I speak further.”

· If the PCs ask who the young monk is, she shakes her head and shows a flash of her famous old temper.  “That is not important yet.  It is I who speaks to you.”  

· If the PCs mention the possibility of enemies in the temple (e.g. if they are suspicious of the monk “Nanashi”), she nods.  “We must be cautious.  Thus my demand that you come here, rather than leave the safety of the Brotherhood.”  She will not take seriously the notion that a single man can threaten them within Benten Seido.  

· A clever or compassionate PC may think of offering to play a game of Go or Sadane in order to set Koneko’s mind at ease.  She will perk up a bit at this idea and will show a bit of animation, but will ultimately spend only a few minutes on such a game before resuming the conversation.

The PCs’ goal here should be to convince Koneko/Aisha that they are honorable samurai who have the Empire’s best interests at heart.  She will be especially suspicious of Lion PCs and will question them carefully about their loyalties and their opinion of Akodo Gintaku’s policies and leadership.  Assuming the PCs are in fact loyal samurai who are concerned about the state of the Empire, their role-play should eventually be able to convince Koneko to trust them.  

When that happens, the old woman heaves a deep, trembling sigh, and looks down at her palsied hands as she speaks.  “There is something you must know, samurai.  Something which can only be truly understood if you see it.”  She makes a small gesture with one shaking hand, and the young monk – who has remained absolutely silent and still up to this point – rises to his feet, unties his jingasa, and removes it from his head.  Beneath the hat is a young man with a hard warrior’s face.  Any Lion PC will recognize him as Matsu Nimoro. Any other PC who played “Topaz Championship” can roll Raw Intelligence at TN 15 to recognize him.  “Samurai,” he says, nodding his head in greeting, and his voice is clear and firm.    

Doubtless at least some of the PCs will be very confused by Nimoro’s presence here, and may even wonder if he is real or a doppelganger.  He will do his best to explain himself and convince the PCs of the truth: “I suspected for some time that Akodo Gintaku-san was plotting to steal the leadership of the Lion Clan away from me.  I decided to make my final affirmation ritual into a test, to prepare myself for a possible assassination and wait to see if it happened.  As it did.”  His face hardens.  “Kitsu Shuji falsified my death, and committed seppuku to keep that secret.  And I have remained in hiding since then, watching Gintaku’s choices.”

Nimoro has decided he has no choice but to emerge from hiding and challenge Gintaku for leadership of the Lion Clan.  Gintaku has made a claim on the Imperial Throne and brutally crushed the armies of at least two other Clans.  Although he is now supposedly marching to confront the Shadowlands, he has not relinquished his claim against the throne, and Nimoro has decided he must take action before it is too late.  If Gintaku defeats the Shadowlands invasion his political and military strength will be so overwhelming that no one will be able to stop him.  

Accordingly, Nimoro needs honorable samurai to escort him safely back to the camp of the Shogun, Toturi Kobe, where he intends to pledge his loyalty before challenging Akodo Gintaku for the rule of the Lion Clan.  He also wants the PCs to testify to his identity; this is why Koneko has summoned the PCs.  He proclaims his support for the Toturi Dynasty, and particularly for the Shogun, and his determination to prevent Gintaku from seizing the throne.   

Nimoro should come across as an extremely honorable, noble, and brave young man, albeit still slightly unsure of himself.  He feels a certain amount of guilt over his own deceit and Kitsu Shuji’s death but is determined not to succumb to the Sin of Regret.  

The GM should allow this scene to play out for as long as seems dramatically effective.  Once the PCs are fully ready to commit to Matsu Nimoro’s aid, allow them to roll Raw Perception.  PCs who make TN 25 or better hear a creak in the floorboards a moment before the door to the room slides open.   

Part Six: Fate of an Assassin

Kagekaze steps through the door.  He has removed his jingasa but is still dressed in his monk’s robe, although he has tied back the sleeves and hem to allow himself freedom of movement.  He is holding a bloody katana in one hand and he is spattered with blood from head to toe.  His wicker backpack is still on his back and the hilts of several other swords are visible sticking out of it.  He is breathing deeply but not out of breath, and his eyes move in small precise darts, taking in the positions of everyone in the room.  

· Any PCs who have met Kagekaze before, in the adventures “Unexpected Find,” “Corrupt Officials,” or “Broken Words,” will recognize him now.  Other PCs can roll Raw Awareness at TN 15 to pick up the overwhelming aura of sheer deadliness radiating off this man.  The only persons more dangerous they may have met are Moto Temujin and Akodo Gintaku. 

Before anyone else can act, Nimoro lifts one hand in a restraining gesture, standing up fearlessly to face the assassin with a clear gaze.  At the same time Koneko speaks, her cracked ancient voice quite calm.  Whatever else may torment her, death holds no fear.  “How may we help you, samurai?”

The assassin looks at Nimoro, at Koneko, and then at the PCs, some of whom he doubtless recognizes from previous adventures.  Although his face is locked into the flat attention of a man in battle, his voice is ragged and uneven.  “Help me?  There is no help for me.  No help for anyone.  What is the point?  What is the point of anything?”

This should be a signal to the PCs that this scene can be resolved without a fight – a fight they are quite likely to lose, given the combination of Kagekaze’s abilities and their own lack of weapons.  The assassin is in the grip of a profound sense of confusion and despair, coming at last to the realization that his life is wrong but lacking the faith to find a new purpose.  His psyche is balanced on a knife-edge and what the PCs do and say will determine which way it falls.  

Fighting With Words

Kagekaze has spent his life refusing to believe in Bushido, regarding it as a myth which was effective only when all Rokugani believed in it.  Now that the Empire has become corrupt, it no longer has any power, and he saw no reason for it to have any control over his own life.  However, he always had a certain wry respect for those samurai who still believed in Bushido, those who tried to live their lives honorably.  Although what they believed in was ridiculous in his view, their courage and faith in it was admirable.  Now, he is beginning to wonder if it might have been better to believe in a foolish myth than to believe in nothing.  Kagekaze had his own peculiar code of “Honor” which governed his actions, but now his faith in that code has collapsed and he does not know what can replace it.  

· Kagekaze only took contracts to kill people he considered morally flawed… but he believed most of humanity fell into that category.  He took the contract on Nimoro in the belief that the young Lion was a coward who fled his responsibilities – and now he realizes he may be bound to kill the true heir of the Clan.  His code does not allow any other option, yet he does not want to fulfill it. It has always been his point of honor that once he takes a contract, he will carry it out regardless, even if he learns he has been duped – but what if he simply realizes he is wrong?  

· Kagekaze has never taken a contract to kill a child or someone genuinely honorable and “innocent.”  But now he has left a carpet of dead monks in the shrine behind him.  He stares the emptiness of his own morals full in the face.  But what is to replace them?  

It should be noted that while Kagekaze has always been an extremely capable and emotionally self-controlled killer, he is not a sociopath and does not enjoy death for its own sake.  As his faith in his own code has broken down in recent months, he has begun to feel guilt for all the deaths he has caused.  The butchery of the shrine’s monks is the final breaking point.  

The problem here is that while Kagekaze has lost faith in his own code, he does not want to believe that Bushido could be true.  He will repeatedly say things like, “Switch one fantasy for another?  What would that accomplish?  Delusion is still delusion.”  He insists there is no point to anything, that life is a grotesque farce which ends only in the ignominy of death.  At the same time there will be a distinct sense of loss about him, a feeling that he is cast adrift and is seeking desperately, almost plaintively for something, anything, to anchor himself.

It will be up to the PCs to take the lead in this conversation.  Koneko is too broken by her own failures to argue effectively with Kagekaze, although she will be fearless and defiant toward him.  Nimoro is, conversely, too young and too purely honorable to understand Kagekaze’s crisis of faith – to him, the assassin is simply a madman, and he will stand ready, watching carefully to see which way the man’s divided soul goes.

Above all, the GM should try to turn this scene into a test of the PCs’ own faith, of their own personal ability to speak for meaning in life and fulfillment in Bushido.  

· Casual or superficial arguments will not carry any weight with Kagekaze – he will snarl, “You are just a puppet, recounting lines written by fools before you were ever born.”  

· Heartfelt and thoughtful answers, answers which confront the meaninglessness of life head-on and defy it with both courage and intellect, will shake Kagekaze to his core.  “How can you believe that?  How can you live in this world?  How can anyone? It is impossible.”
· If the PCs accuse Kagekaze of killing good or innocent people, he lifts his sword and gestures with the blood-coated blade.  His voice is strained. “Everyone kills, great lords, samurai, even peasants.  How can it be wrong?  Why do I care?” Yet he clearly does care, and PCs who point that out will be making a point for which he has no answer.   

· If a PC asks Kagekaze what he cares about, what matters to him, he becomes almost frantic.  “I cannot care.  I must not care.  There is nothing to care about.  But if that is true, what is the point?  The Fortunes are devils and this world they have built is just a cruel joke.”

· If the PCs ask (or demand) to know who is Kagekaze’s target, he will readily identify it: “You should know well enough.  The young Lion lord.  His life is… inconvenient to some.”  If the PCs want to know who hired Kagekaze, he smiles crookedly.  “Does it matter?  It could have been anyone.  They asked me to murder him and I said yes.  I said yes.  What does it matter who asked the question?” 

Ultimately, the GM must be the judge of whether the PCs have successfully pushed Kagekaze into genuinely believing that he has followed the wrong path in life.  This should be extremely difficult – the PCs should feel, at the end of the discussion, as though they have just fought one of the toughest battles of their life.  Skill rolls are not relevant here – the PCs must rely on role-play to accomplish their goal.  

However, if this does happen, the PCs have avoided any need for combat.  Kagekaze’s face twists into a ghastly smile.  “A life without meaning.  Shouldn’t it have a death without meaning too?  There’s really no other choice, is there?”  He suddenly lowers the point of his sword to his throat and thrusts inward, killing himself.  The fearsome ronin, one of the deadliest men in Rokugan, falls to the floor and twitches a few times, dead within seconds.   

A Duel?

One or more of the PCs may try to challenge Kagekaze to a duel for Nimoro’s life.  This will require the PC to role-play issuing an eloquent or at least heart-felt challenge, followed by a roll of Awareness/Etiquette (Sincerity) at TN 30.  

· If the PC fails, Kagekaze smiles coldly.  “Very clever, very clever.  But no, I am not here for duels.  And besides, what point would it serve?  Would I prove anything by killing you?  Would your death mean anything?  Would mine?  I think not.”

· If the PC succeeds, the old assassin heaves a sigh.  “One more corpse to litter my path, then. Very well.  What difference does a little more blood make?  Have your duel then, samurai.”  He randomly plucks a katana from the bundle on his back, and tosses it at the PC’s feet.  “Shall we fight here?  Or do you want a more dramatic venue?  It makes no matter to me.  Nothing matters, in truth.  The world is a pile of dust, torn by the whims of a storm.”

Clever PCs may propose a duel outside the shrine, perhaps in hope of escaping or locating their weapons.  Kagekaze will agree readily enough – he is beyond caring at this point, and in any case he believes (rightly or wrongly) that he can kill all of the PCs easily.   

The duel will, obviously, be to the death.  If Kagekaze wins, he will expect the rest of the PCs to either stand aside and let him kill Nimoro, or try to fight or flee.  

Physical Battle? 

If the PCs are unable (or unwilling) to talk Kagekaze into recognizing his failure, and cannot force a duel, they will ultimately have no choice but to fight or flee.  The assassin shakes his head and his lips draw back in a rictus grin.  “What’s the point?  This is just talk.  Life is a farce that ends in a greater farce, death.  So let’s get on with it.”  

At that point the situation goes to Initiative and the PCs are likely in very deep trouble.  However, at the start of the first Round, Aisha/Koneko will leap forward and throw herself on Kagekaze’s sword, dying instantly but using up his action and buying the PCs and Nimoro a chance to flee, run to fetch weapons, or otherwise take action before the assassin starts carving them to pieces.  Shugenja, henshin, and tattooed men should also be able to join battle immediately, although shugenja who have neglected to memorize any of their spells are likely to be in trouble (due to leaving their scrolls behind).

Kagekaze has carved a path of bloody death through the temple complex, and as the PCs flee (or go running for their weapons) they will pass innumerable slashed-open corpses, including the abbot Kosama and the old monk who took charge of their weapons.      

If the PCs have good magical or unarmed-combat capabilities, or can take advantage of Koneko’s sacrifice to escape back to their weapons, they should have a good chance of defeating Kagekaze – formidable though he may be, he is only one man.  They also can potentially escape from the temple and flee down the mountain – once they get back out to the public areas of the temple, they will encounter more monks and the various pilgrims, all of whom will be obstacles to Kagekaze’s pursuit.  

Matsu Nimoro will follow the PCs’ lead – he has never encountered Kagekaze and does not know how to approach him.  Nimoro will do his best to fight if the PCs fight, or will flee with them if they seek escape.  Given the chance he will ask for information about this strange assassin.   

Conclusion

The PCs’ goal is ultimately very simple: keep Matsu Nimoro alive and get him away from Kagekaze – either by convincing the ronin assassin to kill himself, defeating him in a duel or in battle, or simply fleeing.  

It is quite possible that Aisha/Koneko will survive the adventure – if the PCs talk Kagekaze into suicide, or duel him, she will not have to sacrifice herself to buy them time.  In this case she will choose to remain in the temple while Nimoro returns to the Empire with the PCs.  “I have done enough damage to the Empire in my lifetime.  This once I have done something right – I would prefer not to have the chance to ruin it.”  She smiles a sad, face-creasing smile.  “I am a failure, samurai-sans, and I must live with that.” 

Once Nimoro and the PCs leave Benten Seido, he will wish to go to the Shogun, Toturi Kobe, whose camp is in the northern Crane lands.  Presumably the PCs will escort him.  At the camp, Nimoro will identify himself, pledge his loyalty to the Toturi Dynasty, and begin preparations to confront Akodo Gintaku for the rule of the Lion Clan.  The PCs can choose to remain with him or return to their own lands.  Regardless, they are now the enemies of the Steel Lion.

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: 

1 XP

Good role-playing:


+1 XP

Kagekaze dies:



+1 XP 

Matsu Nimoro lives:


+1 XP

Total Possible Experience:

4 XP

Appendix #1: NPCs

Akuma the Innkeeper, former wandering Ronin

	FIRE 3
	  AIR 3

	Agility 5


	Reflexes 5

	EARTH 4
	WATER 3 

	
	Strength 4

	VOID 4


TN to be Hit: 35 


School/Rank: Ronin Warrior 3/Ronin Duelist 3


Warrior Rank One: When the declared target of an attack, gains one additional kept die to attack or damage rolls against that opponent each round.  (Must be declared at beginning of round, and may be switched on subsequent rounds.)


Warrior Rank Two: If wounded by an opponent, gain an Initiative bonus on the following round equal to the Wounds received.  If attacking that specific opponent on that round, roll two extra dice.  May spend Void for damage with any weapon.


Warrior Rank Three: Gains an additional attack per round.


Duelist Rank One: Adds twice his Agility to the total of all Initiative rolls.


Duelist Rank Two: As a Complex Action may study an opponent.  (This may be done while in Full Defense.)  You may now add +1k0 per School Rank to attacks against that opponent.  You may study multiple opponents and divide dice among them each round.  


Duelist Rank Three: Gains an additional attack per round. When an opponent lowers his Focus Pool to gain a Free Raise on a Focus roll, he may lower his Focus Pool by one to negate the Free Raise.

Honor/Status/Glory: 2.8/na/3.8

Skills: Athletics 3, Commerce 2, Courtier 1, Deceit 2, Defense 5, Etiquette 3, Games (Gambling) 2, Hunting 3, Iaijutsu 6, Investigation 3, Jiujutsu 3, Kenjutsu (Katana) 5, Knives (Jitte) 5, Kyujutsu 2, Lore: Heraldry 2, Lore: Ronin 2, Medicine 3, Meditation 2, Peasant Weapons 3, Spears 2, Stealth 2, Storytelling 2, Underworld 2.

Mastery Abilities: May declare Full Defense when Initiative is rolled.  Free Raise with all Skills at Rank 5 or higher.  Subtract Kenjutsu and Knives Skill Ranks from Wound Penalties.  May spend an additional Void point on sword damage.  +5 to total of Contested Social Rolls.  May focus an additional time in an Iaijutsu duel.

Advantages/Disadvantages: Allies (various), Luck (rank one), Multiple Schools, Quick, Strength of the Earth (rank 2)/Dependent (Wife), Social Disadvantage (ronin), Sworn Enemies (various).
Equipment: Clothing, daisho set (not carried), jitte, 1 koku in assorted coins. 

Hoshi “The Toad” O-Hebi, Perverse Tattooed Man

	FIRE 3
	  AIR 3

	
	

	EARTH 2
	WATER 2 

	
	Perception 3

	VOID 3


TN to be Hit: 

School/Rank: Three Order Tattooed Man 2 


Tattoos: Cat, Toad (treat as Eagle tattoo)

Honor/Status/Glory: 0.5/2.0/1.0

Skills: Artisan: Gardening 1, Athletics 4, Jiujutsu 3, Courtier 2, Deceit (Seduction) 4, Etiquette 2, Investigation 2, Lore: Literature 2, Mediation (Void Recovery) 3, Peasant Weapons 1, Theology 3

Mastery Abilities: Adds +1k0 to unarmed damage.

Advantages/Disadvantages: Luck (rank 2), Social Position (1 rank)/Bad Reputation (lewd), Compulsion (Sake), Lechery (rank 1)

Aisha the Nun, formerly O-Doji Koneko

	FIRE 1
	  AIR 1

	Intelligence 5


	Awareness 7

	EARTH 1
	WATER 1 

	Willpower 5
	Perception 4

	VOID 4


TN to be Hit: 5


School/Rank: Doji Courtier 5/Master of Wits


Rank One: Adds twice her Honor to all Courtier, Etiquette, Heraldry, Oratory, and Sincerity rolls.  May call on Favor Table 5 times a day.


Rank Two: Observe an opponent for one round, spend a Void point, and make an Opposed Awareness roll.  If successful, the opponent must reveal one of their Advantages.  Any time in the next day that the opponent uses this Advantage in a social situation, she gains 3 Free Raises on any Contested Social rolls against him.  (If she already knew he possessed the Advantage, she gets an additional Free Raise.)


Rank Three: Adds twice her Honor to all Awareness rolls.  When another person takes an action in her presence, she may spend a Void point and make an Awareness/Etiquette roll (at 10 times the target’s Insight Rank) to force the opponent to instead make the action a Test of Honor (but without any Honor gains or losses).


Rank Four: May grant any Allies a total number of Free Raises per day equal to her Air on Social Skill rolls made in her presence.  Gains three additional Void points per day, which can only be used to activate Doji Courtier School techniques.


Rank Five: Once per day may privately consult an Ally, and confer on them any of the following Advantages for the next day: Benten’s Blessing, Clear Thinker, Higher Purpose, Irreproachable, Perceived Honor, or Voice.  


Master of Wits: Gutting the Eel.  Gains two Free Raises with the Courtier skill.  

Honor/Status/Glory: 2.5/2.0/6.5

Skills: Artisan (Dance) 3, Artisan (Ikebana) 3, Artisan (Painting) 2, Calligraphy 4, Courtier (Gossip, Manipulation, Political Maneuvering) 6, Deceit (Lying, Seduction) 5, Etiquette (Conversation, Sincerity) 7, Games: Go 6, Games: Sadane 6, Lore: Heraldry 5, Lore: History 4, Meditation (Void Recovery) 5, Storytelling (Poetry) 5, Tea Ceremony 4, Theology (Shintao, Fortunes, Ancestors) 6.

Mastery Abilities: Adds 10 to the total of any Contested social roll made against her.

Advantages/Disadvantages: Allies (many), Blackmail (many), Precise Memory, Sage/Bad Health, Bad Reputation (viper’s tongue), Dark Secrets (many), Lost Love (her dead husband, her son), Weakness (all physical traits).
Equipment: Monk’s robe, sandals. 

Matsu Nimoro, Lion Clan Champion in Hiding

	FIRE 4
	  AIR 4

	
	

	EARTH 3
	WATER 3 

	Willpower 4
	Perception 4

	VOID 4


TN to be Hit: 17 (22 in light armor)


School/Rank: Akodo Bushi 3


Akodo Rank One: Ignore armor or gain a Free Raise when attacking.  Gain a Free Raise on first melee attack, or against any opponent who declared a Raise against him since his last turn.  Add Water to total of rolls for Damage and for Opposed Battle rolls.    


Akodo Rank Two: Before rolling to attack, declares whether to increase Attack roll or Damage by Honor Rank x 2.  May spend a Void Point to make an Honor Roll even if one has already been made, and loses half normal for failed Honor Rolls and Tests of Honor.  


Akodo Rank Three: Two attacks per round, and Water bonus from Rank One technique is now doubled.

Honor/Glory/Status: 3.8/2.0/6.0

Skills: Athletics 4, Battle (Mass Combat) 7, Courtier 3, Deceit 2, Defense 5, Etiquette 3, Games: Go 3, Games: Shogi 4, Horsemanship 3, Iaijutsu 5, Kenjutsu 6, Kyujutsu 3, Lore: Heraldry 3, Lore: History 4, Meditation 4, Spears 3, Stealth (Sneaking) 3, Storytelling 4

Mastery Abilities: Add +5 to total of Contested Social Skill Rolls.  May go into Full Defense when Initiative is rolled.  Wound penalties reduced by Skill Rank when using Weapon skills at Rank 5 or higher.  Free Raise with all skills at Rank 5 or higher.  May spend an additional Void on damage with swords.  May focus an additional time in an Iaijutsu duel.  

Advantages/Disadvantages: Benten’s Blessing, Death Trance, Social Position (Clan Champion), Tactician, Wealthy/Idealistic, Sworn Enemy (Akodo Gintaku) 
Equipment: Monk’s robes, sandals, jingasa.  

Appendix #2: Kagekaze 

Kagekaze, Tormented Honorable Assassin

	FIRE 4
	  AIR 4

	Agility 6


	Reflexes 7

	EARTH 6
	WATER 5

	
	

	VOID 5


TN to be Hit: 62


School/Rank: Ronin Duelist 5/Kagekaze’s Path 3


Duelist Rank One: Adds twice Agility to the total of all Initiative rolls.


Duelist Rank Two: May choose to take a Complex Action to study an opponent.  (This may be done while in Full Defense.)  This allows him to roll an additional die per School Rank on attacks against that opponent.  This may target multiple opponents but total dice gained cannot exceed School Rank.  


Duelist Rank Three: Gains an additional attack per round.  When an opponent lowers his Focus Pool to gain a Free Raise on a Focus roll, he may lower his Focus Pool by one to negate the Free Raise.


Duelist Rank Four: The benefit from Rank Two is now kept dice.  


Duelist Rank Five: At the beginning of a duel, spend a Void Point to prevent anyone in the duel (including yourself) from using the effects of any Techniques or Kata.  


Kagekaze’s Path Rank One: The Way of the Assassin.  Kagekaze conforms to his own path of Honor, which involves faithfully carrying out all contracts to their completion, and always killing his targets with weapons rather than with cowardly methods such as poison or deceit. While performing a contract, he adds twice his Honor rank to the total of his Attack and Damage rolls.  


Kagekaze’s Path Rank Two: One Against the World.  Gains an additional attack per round.  When outnumbered by five-to-one or more, gains an additional attack per round beyond that one. 


Kagekaze’s Path Rank Three: Riding the Wind and Waves.  Adds the total of his Air and Water Rings to his TN to be Hit at all times (unless unaware or immobilized), adds his Air Ring to the total of all his Attack rolls, and adds his Water ring the total of all his Damage rolls.

“Honor”/Glory/Status/Infamy: 2.1/3.0/na/4.0

Skills: Athletics 4, Battle 2, Calligraphy 4, Commerce 3, Courtier 3, Deceit (Intimidation) 4, Defense 8, Etiquette 6, Games: Go 3, Horsemanship 4, Hunting 5, Iaijutsu 8, Investigation (Interrogation, Notice) 5, Jiujutsu 4, Kenjutsu 10, Knives 4, Kyujutsu 6, Lore: Heraldry 5, Lore: History 3, Lore: Law 2, Meditation 3, Spears 3, Stealth 5, Tea Ceremony 2, Theology 4, Underworld 5.

Mastery Abilities: Add +5 to the total of his Social Skill rolls.  May declare Full Defense when Initiative is rolled.  When using Kenjutsu or Kyujutsu, wound penalties are reduced by Skill Rank.  May spend an additional Void on damage with Kenjutsu.  9’s explode when rolling with Kenjutsu.  May Focus an additional time and may roll an additional die when focusing in an Iaijutsu duel.  Free Raise with all skills at Rank 5 or higher. 

Kata: Kagekaze knows all five of the basic Elemental kata and also has his own, Kagekaze’s Wind.  Prep time 20 minutes.  May sacrifice all extra attacks to make one single deadly attack.  If this attack hits, roll additional unkept damage dice equal to Reflexes.  

Advantages/Disadvantages: Bishamon’s Blessing, Bland, Combat Reflexes, Quick, Strength of the Earth (rank one)/Bad Reputation (ronin assassin), Social Disadvantage (ronin).

Equipment: Monk’s robe, daisho set, tanto, wicker backpack (with multiple weapons), 8 koku.

Kagekaze Combat “Cheat Sheet”

Kagekaze’s statistics and mechanical capabilities are very complex.  For the help of GMs, the following is a simplified version of his key die-rolls in combat.

Initiative Roll: 10k10+12 (plus Combat Reflexes)

Attack Roll (Kenjutsu): 10k9+12 +Free Raise.  Kagekaze normally attacks three times per round (with any weapon), and if he is outnumbered five-to-one or more, he gains a fourth attack.

Base Damage (Katana) before Raises: 8k2+13

Player Handout: A Letter

Honored samurai,

We may have crossed paths at some time before, for I have lived long and my second life began only recently. But what we knew of each other before is immaterial.  What matters is I am now in need of samurai who will place the good of the Empire above their own selfish desires or the seductive call of Clan loyalty.  I believe you may be such a samurai.  If I am wrong, it will mean a dire price for Rokugan.  It will not be the first time I have made a terrible error, but this time it will involve far more than merely my own Clan, and thus I pray my judgment is accurate.

If you are aware of the problems afflicting Rokugan, you will believe me when I say the leadership of the Emperor’s Right Hand is a matter of vital concern to all.  There are certain matters which must be made plain if there is to be any hope of restoring peace and honor within the Emerald Empire.  If you are willing to listen, I ask you to visit me at Benten Seido in the mountains above Aka Mizu-Umi in the Seikitsu Mountains.  Come soon, for in the current circumstances the Empire may not be able to endure.  

I am not the one you knew, but if it makes you more likely to heed my words, know that I was once called the O-Doji.

Aisha

Fate of the Assassin
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